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The moving image is arguably the most complex form of expression that 
we have ever invented.  Yet, the degree to which the medium can be taken 
advantage of throughout its process of creation does not always seem 
to be grasped within the context of education.  Zoom-Out examines the 
current state of moving image education and how the range of ways in 
which film can be shaped for the purpose of learning might be further 
expanded upon.  An overview of how standard film industry practices 
transition into educational settings provides a backdrop for highlighting 
pedagogical tendencies that point to a reliance on methods of professional 
film production.  Possible reasons for this are advanced, and the need for 
a greater diversity of pedagogical approaches within the field is argued 
for through an examination of the author’s own practice as well as those 
of others.  The autoethnographic account of the author reveals specific 
examples of how principles rooted in Japanese philosophical and aesthetic 
traditions may be utilized in order to provide learners with opportunities 
for alternative forms of growth and learning.  The author concludes that a 
greater awareness of the affordances of the medium will allow for a wider 
range of innovative approaches that will help students as well as the art 
form move forward.
Abstract
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Engaging in the making of a film, or just about any other process-based 
endeavor for that matter, is in many ways like trying to cross a river.
There are a variety of ways to get to the other side, but what most often 
happens is that a bridge of some kind is constructed; a bridge built of 
bricks.  These bricks, which have been carefully formatted to fit comfortably 
next to one another, are placed in their correct positions by the team of 
makers who are in charge of erecting a structure that will help them reach 
the other side in as safe and efficient a way as possible.  This method of 
construction requires a calculated plan, plenty of reliable materials, a 
mindful delegation of positions, and perhaps most importantly, a clear 
vision of what it is to look like.  Once all this is in place, it is only a matter 
of step-by-step engineering that will get the makers to where they would 
like to be.
But, alas, one may look downriver and notice another kind of bridge already 
in place.  It has not been built by man, but rather, it has been formed by 
nature.  The elements are all of different shapes, sizes, and textures, and the 
currents running beside and over them present a considerable challenge 
for those trying to cross.  They do not require a concrete plan for how 
to make use of them, but those willing to take the risk need a fair bit of 
determination, resourcefulness, and a sense of adventure.  There is every 
chance of failure, but an even greater chance for reward...
 
Preface
“For any student to create, to present and to study film 
requires courage, passion and curiosity: courage to 
create individually and as part of a team, to explore 
ideas through action and harness the imagination, 
and to experiment; passion to communicate and to 
act communally, and to research and formulate ideas 
eloquently; curiosity about self and others and the world 
around them, about different traditions, techniques and 
knowledge, about the past and the future, and about the 
limitless possibilities of human expression through film.”
     – IB Film Guide
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 I recently attended a high school film class in which someone working in 
the industry came into speak to the 30 or so students.  The first question he 
asked them was, “Who here wants to be a filmmaker?”  One hand went up, 
and thus, the lecture commenced...
I think this raises some critical questions for educators of film, perhaps 
the most important of which is:
Does film even belong in the K-12 classroom?
There are many in the field who are convinced that it does, and even 
some who seem convinced that filmmaking is the most valuable experience 
students will have throughout the entirety of their educational lives 
because of the opportunities it provides for learning.  The truth is that I’m 
not really sure, but I wouldn’t be writing this if I didn’t have a hunch.
Educators and proponents of moving image education have fought 
tooth and nail to get filmmaking on the curriculum, both in school and 
out.  Organizations ranging from the British Film Institute in the United 
Kingdom to the Cinematheque Francaise in France to Reel Works in the 
United States, to name just a few, have helped pave the way for high quality 
film education for young learners.  This is partly due to associations being 
made between certain skills learned through filmmaking and those that 
societies now demand, sometimes referred to as “transferable skills” or 
“21st Century Skills.”  
The British Film Institute’s article entitled A Framework for Film 
Education, states that “Film education’s learning dispositions of 
curiosity, empathy, aspiration, tolerance and enjoyment are key to 
personal development, civic responsibility, and employability.”  It also 
lists “teamwork, communication, decision making, commitment, time 
management, creativity and problem solving, working under pressure and 
accepting responsibility” as other soft skills cultivated through film which 
are in demand for the workforce (2015, p.28).  Although these connections 
are claims, those who have had the good fortune of teaching film to youth,
Questions of Inquiry
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including myself, have no trouble attesting to the unbridled enthusiasm 
with which the majority of students engage in the creation of cinematic art.
Perhaps the next question we should be asking is:
To what extent, if any, should we emulate film industry practices in 
filmmaking education?
Although this may seem somewhat paradoxical, we must remember 
that, as film educators, our primary goal should not be to get our 
students to make films of quality, or even to become filmmakers for that 
matter.  Although these are things that we can and should aspire to, our 
overarching goal should be to leverage the medium in a way that allows our 
students to make the greatest leaps forward according to the contexts they 
are within.
With opportunities for producing films being incorporated into more 
and more youth-centered curricula, one might expect the diversity of 
pedagogical approaches to grow along with it.  Although some educators 
are finding innovative ways to utilize the medium in various circumstances, 
it appears that many are continuing to work within certain constraints that 
I believe have yet to be expanded.  As a consumer, maker and educator of 
the moving image, I see this as a tremendous opportunity for growth, and 
in order to address it I have used my experience living in Japan to inform 
myself and others about where youth filmmaking education might go.
Through a combination of research and reflecting heavily on my 
past, I have come to believe that there are essential principles of intuitive 
exploration and self-cultivation embedded in Japanese aesthetic and 
philosophical traditions, and that exposing them within filmmaking will 
lead to a more productive and personally valuable experience for young 
people everywhere.  My time spent in Japan has contributed to my personal 
growth in many ways, and I have come to feel that students in a variety of 
educational, social and cultural contexts could benefit from learning what 
I did.  All of this has led me to an enduring question that has propelled my 
investigations for this thesis, and which I will examine in Chapter 3:
How can resurfacing certain Japanese aesthetic and philosophical traditions 
through filmmaking help students make consequential discoveries?
Backdrop
To what extent is my film school experience responsible for who I am today?
This is a question I have been trying to answer ever since I underwent 
one of the most transformative periods of my life.  I have no doubt that my 
experience as a student of film has opened me up to the world and helped 
me find my place within it, but in what way and to what degree remain a 
mystery.
The film and media arts course I took in high school was my formal 
introduction to the world of cinema, allowing me to discover my creative 
intuition through the wonder of visual storytelling and the sheer joy of 
making movies with my peers.  I wasn’t quite sure how, but I knew right 
away that film would play an important role in my life.  Off to college 
I went where I received an all-inclusive four-year film education, which 
taught me how to write, shoot, direct, and edit my movies in presentable 
fashion.  It was also during this time that I began to expose myself to the 
world beyond my immediate borders through foreign cinema, which is 
eventually what led me to Japan.  Upon arriving there in my senior year, I 
experienced the same thrill and feeling of belonging I had felt in my high 
school film course, and I decided to plant my roots.  Thanks to many of the 
hard skills I had been taught, I was able to blossom as a freelance filmmaker 
through exploring the spaces in and around the country, and trying to 
interpret the idiosyncrasies of the culture and its people with my camera.
To supplement my income as an artist, I started working at one of the 
many English conversation schools that dot the country, and, much to my 
surprise, discovered that I had a love for teaching as well.  I began to see 
the parallels between the teacher and the filmmaker, and I realized that I 
could craft my lessons in much the same way directors do their films.  I also 
found that the two professions shared a strikingly symbiotic relationship, 
especially in regard to creative customization and the communication of 
ideas.  It wasn’t until I was given a position many years later at Gunma 
Kokusai Academy (GKA), an international high school north of Tokyo, that 
I was able to finally join together the two activities I was most involved in 
and passionate about.
Although it seems strange to me now, being just three years ago, I 
had never really considered the possibility of teaching film, most certainly 
not to a group of high school students in rural Japan with no experience 
in film whatsoever.  This new undertaking allowed me to pass on my own 
cinematic enthusiasm to my students and discover, yet again, that initial 
joy I had had when I was a student.  As I watched my 29 students, soon
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to become 57, and then 63, revel in the various filmmaking exercises we 
engaged in throughout the year, I couldn’t help but notice the significant 
changes they underwent, both creatively and intellectually.  But my 
students weren’t the only ones undergoing a change.
During my time at GKA I had the great fortune of working alongside 
Nobuhiro Suwa, the award-winning Japanese filmmaker and film professor 
of Tokyo University of the Arts, who was overseeing the program we had 
launched.  While I was responsible for teaching the actual course, Suwa had 
gotten involved in the early stages of setting it up, and essentially helped us 
develop a theoretical approach which we used as a guiding principle.  His 
approach to film education ran completely contrary to what I had learned 
as a film student in the United States, and I found myself being challenged 
by a fundamentally different view of the medium.  As I reflected more and 
more on our pedagogical differences, I began to look inward, doubt what I 
thought was so, and ask myself some big questions:
• Shouldn’t I be teaching basic film grammar so my students will understand 
certain guidelines?
• Don’t I need to go over camera technique so they’ll know which shots they can use 
to tell their stories?
• Shouldn’t I screen some good films so they’ll understand what I’m expecting of 
them?
• Don’t they need to learn about story structure so their movies will make sense?
• Don’t they need to think more carefully about the reasons behind their decisions 
as filmmakers so their films won’t be unmotivated?
• Don’t they need to learn how to make films before they actually make them?
So, in answer to the question, “To what extent is my film school 
experience responsible for who I am today?,” I do believe that my own 
experience has, to a large degree, forged me into the ever-inquiring artist 
that I am today.  Although the more I reflect, the more I wonder about my 
classmates who, unlike me, chose not to pursue a career in film.  I wonder 
if the experience of making films was as consequential for them as it was 
for me.
Methodology
When setting out to write this thesis, it didn’t take me long to recognize the 
inherent parallels between the process of writing a thesis and the process 
of making a film.  Each has different forms of ideation, ‘writing,’ and 
editing, and each might be thought of as a process of self exploration and 
discovery.  With this in mind, I approached this project in the same way I 
approach my films; as an artist, rather than that of perhaps a more typical 
academic researcher.  Seeing the role of the filmmaker as that of a creative 
collaborator, I based my research on qualitative information-gathering 
done primarily through personal internships, interviews and site visits.
I present my research methodology in the following sections which 
describe the forms used to obtain information:
• SURVEY
• PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE INTERNSHIPS
• SITE VISITS & INTERVIEWS
• CRITICAL ANALYSIS
• ACADEMIC COURSEWORK
• FILMS & VIDEOS
• TEACHING
s u r v e y
In order to gather and organize the informational data from the various 
programs I came across, I designed a document entitled Program Overview 
which appears in Appendix B.  It was formulated in a way that would:
1. Provide me with the most pertinent information regarding my area 
of study that would help me understand the range of pedagogical 
approaches taken within the field of youth filmmaking education
2. Allow me to notice and examine in more detail the curricular, 
pedagogical and philosophical patterns and trends within the overall 
field, and determine what areas might deserve greater or lesser 
attention
3. Provide me with insight and inspiration for how I might refine my own 
practice
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When surveying different programs, I tried to remain as sensitive as 
possible to their particular contexts in order to understand the rationale 
behind pedagogies.  Location, for example, may be a determining 
factor in how a curriculum is designed and what learning is being more 
strongly emphasized (e.g. being situated in an environment with a high 
unemployment rate may encourage a more role-based approach in which 
responsibility and teamwork is given more attention, whereas being in 
a region like Southern California may encourage a greater emphasis on 
technique since the opportunities for employment in the industry may be 
greater).
Here are some of the factors I took into consideration when examining 
the programs I reviewed:
• Educational setting (e.g. public school, private school, summer camp)
• Mission of program
• Location
• Whether or not it is required
• Student-to-teacher ratio
• Frequency and length of each class
• Administrative pressure
The Program Overview document is formatted in the following 
manner:
• Part 1:  Basic information for establishing context
• Part 2:  More in-depth information and foundational details
• Part 3:  Learning objectives, curriculum details, and student assessment
• Part 4:  Scales for understanding the theoretical approach in relation 
to my own program (Note:  The third scale with the titles “brick-bridge” and 
“stone-bridge” relates more specifically to what I write about in Chapters 2 and 
3 of this thesis)
• Part 5:  Scales for understanding the theoretical approach in terms of 
more specific pedagogical tendencies in relation to my own program
• Part 6:  Ways in which the program is connected to other entities
Included in Appendix A is a survey of three distinct programs with 
information gathered in part from this document.
p r o f e s s i o n a l  p r ac t i c e  i n t e r n s h i p s
I was involved in internships as part of my MA degree program in film 
programs embedded in two different high schools, both of which took 
entirely different approaches to moving image education:
• Beacon Charter High School for the Arts — Charter school located at 
320 Main Street, Woonsocket, RI 02895 (Fall 2017)
• The Cinema School — Public school located at 1551 E 172nd St, Bronx, 
NY 10472 (Wintersession 2018)
My work consisted mainly of observation, although I had the 
opportunity to teach and work alongside the students as they went 
through the pre-production, production and post-production stages of 
their projects.  Although I have chosen not to write specifically about either 
of these programs in this thesis, they were highly influential experiences 
which have undoubtedly informed me and helped me grow as an educator.  
I would like to thank the faculty, administration and students of both 
schools, and especially everyone who was directly involved with making 
these wonderful experiences happen.
s i t e  v i s i t s  a n d  i n t e r v i e w s
I visited numerous in-school and out-of-school youth filmmaking 
programs both within the United States and abroad.  Whenever possible, 
the visits included face-to-face recorded interviews with people involved 
in the programs, whether they were founders and educational directors 
of non-profit youth media organizations or art department heads and 
instructors of film production courses being run at public and private 
high schools.  I also had the opportunity to speak with a great number of 
the students who were participating in these programs.  Although I took 
principles of ethnographic and case study research into these places I was 
observing, time constraints did not permit me to learn about them to the 
degree that I would have liked.
I conducted a series of in-person, Skype, and telephone interviews 
with people involved in the field of moving image education, such as those 
directly affiliated with programs I was interested in but unable to visit, 
and film and media arts faculty and specialists from other institutions.  
I also spoke with faculty and specialists with a knowledge of Japanese 
philosophical and aesthetic traditions and other aspects of Japanese arts 
and culture.  When allowed, the interviews were recorded so that I could
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review them and extract important quotes that stood out to me as 
particularly important for my research.  Several of the interviews I 
conducted appear as direct quotes in this thesis.
c r i t i c a l  a n a ly s i s
I made use of the extensive amount of literature available in print and online 
at the Rhode Island School of Design’s Fleet Library, which was in the form 
of books and online journals and articles.  I also consulted my own personal 
collection of notes and other documents from when I was a student in film 
school, a collection of which appear in  Appendix F under the title Notes of a 
Film Student.  Although these are notes I took within a specific university-
level program geared towards students majoring in film and media arts, I 
have included them because I believe them to be representative of a more 
general emphasis in film education put on structure and guidelines, which 
tends to filter down into the K-12 level as well.
I also looked at various other documents compiled during my 
time teaching at Gunma Kokusai Academy (GKA).  Among these were a 
Questionnaire I designed for my students to complete at the end of the 
academic year which appears in Appendix D, and academic research essays 
featuring data-driven results that were produced in each of the three years 
I worked there.  I also consulted readings related to the more general field 
of arts education as well as Japanese and Eastern philosophy and cultural 
studies, some of which were connected to my coursework (see next section).
I drew references from a number of different educators and scholars 
within various fields such as moving image education and Japanese cultural 
studies, but chose to return to a few whose work I found to resonate with 
my own views.  One such writer is Alain Bergala, whose book The Cinema 
Hypothesis (2016) I cite throughout this thesis.  Bergala is one of Europe’s 
leading advocates for film education, and he currently runs the Cinema, 
One Hundred Years of Youth filmmaking program which is based in 
France.  A survey of his program is included in Appendix A.
ac a d e m i c  c o u r s e w o r k
The required and elective courses I was enrolled in at the Rhode Island 
School of Design and Brown University during my academic year supplied 
me with opportunities to uncover new material and make sense of what I 
was learning.  Among the courses which were most informative were my 
Thesis Research course; Critical Investigations in Arts Learning which 
allowed me to examine topics and issues within different arts learning 
contexts; Mapping Visual Arts Learning which explored the development 
of conceptual frameworks for studio-based arts learning; Japan: Nature, 
Ritual & the Arts, which allowed me to delve more deeply into studies on 
Japanese arts, culture, history, and philosophy, and ruminate on what I had 
learned during my time spent in Japan.  I also conducted two independent 
studies, with the support of my professors, in which I engaged in a more 
thorough examination of youth filmmaking programs in the United States 
and abroad, and also non-profits which meet at the intersection of youth-
oriented arts education and cross-cultural exchange.
f i l m s  a n d  v i d e o s
I consulted a number of media education-related videos available online 
in the form of documentaries, conferences, speeches and webinars.  I also 
conducted a webinar of my own on March 5, 2018 in which I presented my 
thesis topic to a group of media education specialists in order to receive 
feedback.  It was hosted and supported by the Media Education Lab, a 
media research initiative operating out of the University of Rhode Island.
I also reviewed and analyzed youth-produced films to see what 
cinematic tendencies surfaced, and find out what may or may not have 
been emphasized in certain learning contexts.  The films I viewed consisted 
of those produced by my students at GKA as well as a variety of other 
projects available online, the majority of which were produced by students 
belonging to the programs I was investigating.  This led me to some 
important findings, such as a realization of the degree to which narrative 
storytelling tends to be relied on by students when they produce their films, 
a topic that I have written about in Chapter 2.  This also helped me make 
clearer distinctions between the pedagogical approach taken in my own 
program and those of others in different educational settings.
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I have included links to two short films produced by the students at GKA 
in a section called Hoshi-imo & Memory: GKA Student Films in Appendix 
C.  They are meant to be watched upon reading through Chapter 3 to 
provide the reader with an understanding of the range of films made in the 
program.
t e ac h i n g
Along with the teaching I did at each of my internships, I was able to co-
design and co-teach a filmmaking course in Spring 2018 called In-Between 
Photography and Film to high school students in Project Open Door, 
a college access initiative for urban youth housed in the Department of 
Teaching + Learning in Art + Design at the Rhode Island School of Design.  
I was able to simultaneously put what I was researching and learning into 
practice, which allowed me to make important connections and test various 
pedagogical hypotheses I had developed as my investigation progressed.
Scope and Limitations
The following section seeks to outline the scope of the thesis and provide 
readers with certain disclaimers which will help them navigate the reading 
more smoothly, and with a stronger understanding of my intent.
I have decided to focus my area of research on the need to expand the 
range of theoretical and pedagogical approaches within film education 
rather than advocating for the importance of film studies within education. 
Although much of what I write about based on my own practice and 
research is directly related to filmmaking education at the youth level, I 
believe that my content applies in many ways to film studies as a whole, 
since my statements are meant to be interpreted as philosophical.  This 
means that a college-level course focusing on the production of feature-
length verite documentaries could theoretically apply these philosophies 
just as successfully as an elementary school-level course focusing on the 
production of comedy shorts.
The development of our course at Gunma Kokusai Academy (GKA) 
over the three years I was there coincided with a strong personal interest in 
traditional Japanese aesthetics and philosophy.  This has made me aware 
of some compelling connections between the theoretical approach we were 
taking to moving image education and some of the most enduring traits 
that are rooted in the Japanese ethos.  These are not characteristics which 
are immediately evident on the surface of Japanese society and manifested 
in its educational system of today; they are hidden much further beneath 
and, to a large degree, have been forgotten.  It is my belief that, through the 
way we approached the art-making process at GKA with essential principles 
I describe in Chapter 3, we were able to resurface these age-old traditions 
that have been buried under current educational practices and society 
for a very long time.  The connections I have drawn are my own personal 
observations and theories, and I have done so in order to give readers a 
deeper understanding of the essence of our program and how it relates 
more broadly to a cultivation of self than a perfection of skills.
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f i l m  fac t o r i e s
The film set has two faces.
On the one hand, it can be a site of exhilarating enchantment where the 
sights, sounds, and overall bustle of the makers moving about like ants set 
off a contagious rush of adrenaline that can make it seem like one is at the 
center of the universe.  On the other hand, these bouts of intoxication can 
often be interrupted by mundane stretches of what to some might feel as 
exciting as watching paint dry.  A light gets adjusted.  A last-minute script 
revision is made.  The actor’s makeup needs a touch-up.  Let’s face it: there 
is a lot of dead space in filmmaking.  But this is all needed if the filmmakers 
are to get their project as close as possible to where they would like it to 
be.  Film is generally thought to be an art form of manipulation and, 
unsurprisingly, most makers treat it that way.
Industry filmmaking is an entrepreneurial endeavor in which 
production companies gamble, in some cases, hundreds of millions of 
dollars in hopes of turning a profit.  Time is the most valuable resource 
a filmmaker can have, and with so much to go wrong, it is not at all 
surprising that those investing would want to ensure that projects are made 
in as efficient a way as possible in order to mitigate the risk of financial 
failure.  Walt Disney is often credited with inventing the factory model we 
so associate with filmmaking in the 1920s, and what is surprising is how 
little has changed.  Dennis Hlynsky, the Department Head of the Film 
Animation and Video department at the Rhode Island School of Design, 
mentioned in our interview that:
[Walt Disney’s] idea was to produce a creative factory...  It was 
basically modeled on an assembly line where everybody had their 
station.  And for a long time, my sense was that film educators were 
educating according to those specific disciplines.  So the curriculum 
revolves around an understanding of sound or an understanding 
of mixing...  There’s an industrial quality to it (D. Hlynsky, personal 
communication, October 12, 2017).
From Set to School
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With Hollywood having systematized a method 
of making films which has become so pervasive 
throughout the world, it is only natural that some 
educators of film have had difficulty looking beyond 
industry practices when it comes to teaching their 
students.  Just as film production companies work 
backwards from an objective, many film educators 
(and educational institutions for that matter) follow a 
correspondingly teleological approach to production in 
which students are taught how to craft good-looking 
films in a way that replicates the proficiency of industry 
practices.  In both settings, this most often means 
deciding where one would like his or her product to 
be, and subsequently figuring out the best way to get 
it there.  When broken down, it essentially appears in 
the form of making the most crucial decisions during 
the developmental stages and translating them into 
a concrete plan of action (pre-production), and then 
doing one’s best to execute it (production and post 
production).
In our interview regarding moving image 
education, Dr. Michelle Cannon, a digital media in 
education lecturer and researcher at UCL Knowledge 
Lab, University College, London, stated: 
The processes that we slavishly adhere to are 
just emulating industry...  If you start with those 
structures then learners are going to be constrained 
by them.  It’s about starting more organically so 
they feel as though they have some control of the 
process (M. Cannon, personal communication, 
February 9, 2018).
A similar view was held by Mark Reid, Head of 
Education at the British Film Institute, when I spoke 
with him about the imitation of industry practices:
Aping industrial practice is just not appropriate 
for 9 year-olds in a group of 30 in a classroom...  
We don’t teach children to write by taking them 
through the publishing process....  We get children 
to write by enabling them to have things to say (M. 
Reid, personal communication, March 3, 2018).
It makes a certain degree of sense that individuals 
and corporations who gamble so much money would 
adhere so strongly to an ends-driven approach to the 
moviemaking process, but I wonder why it seems to be 
so difficult for those of us in education to move away 
from this line of thinking.  More than anything, this 
may be seen as a theoretical approach among media 
educators that stretches beyond the borders of video 
production and into other mediums as well.
s u p p ly i n g  vo i c e s
In Joellen Fisherkeller’s (2011) seminal book on 
worldwide youth media practices, International 
Perspectives on Youth Media, 96% of the programs 
polled claimed that their reasons for devoting their 
organizations to youth media were to “give youth a 
voice” and to “encourage creative self-expression.”  Over 
one third of the organizations chose “giving youth a 
voice” as their foremost reason (p.30).  Although the 
overarching goal of many youth filmmaking programs 
may not be to train students for a career in the industry, 
it often feels as such.  Whether in or out of school, 
material covered in curricula, such as how to format 
a script or how to frame a character, often points to 
attention being paid to skills and techniques that could 
be interpreted as useful primarily for intending film 
majors.  Professor of Communication Studies and head 
of the Media Education Lab at the University of Rhode 
Island Renee Hobbs (1998) mentions how a stronger 
reliance on industry practices may account for why 
filmmaking is still largely unaccepted in educational 
settings:
The greatest anxiety about practical work centers 
around fears that media production can easily be 
taught as a decontextualized set of tasks that teach 
students a narrow set of skills, skills that merely 
reproduce the hierarchy of Hollywood or the news 
industry (p.20). 
Much of this material may indeed cultivate so-
called transferable skills such as helping to structure 
one’s ideas, or an awareness of certain aesthetic traits, 
but I wonder to what degree it should be emphasized.  
Rather than teaching students skills to be used within 
film that also happen to be useful outside the industry, 
shouldn’t we be teaching students enduring life skills 
through film that are also useful for those who choose 
to go into the industry?
For reasons explained later, I think we as film 
educators need to be very cautious when using phrases 
such as “give youth a voice” or “encourage creative self-
expression” which connote attitudes of paternalism and 
commodification.  Perhaps we should be more skeptical 
when attaching these words and those like it to our 
programs, especially when a more industry-centric 
approach with a heavier emphasis on the guidelines of 
moviemaking is taken.  As the influential writer and 
researcher of media education David Buckingham 
notes: 
Rather than offering a neutral space for 
communication, youth media projects inevitably 
construct specific positions from which it is 
possible for young people to ‘speak’ or to represent 
themselves: they actively promote particular forms 
of speech or (self-) representation, and restrict 
others.  Apart from anything else, this approach 
effectively marginalizes the significance of 
institutional settings, the role of educators, and the 
need for learning (Fisherkeller, 2011, p.377).
Although it may be tempting for us to impart our 
own skills and knowledge of film to our students, we 
must be extremely careful of how pedagogical methods 
based on anything other than mutual investigation can 
approach indoctrination and create situations where 
students are unable to maintain outright ownership of 
the art they produce.  This, however, does not mean that 
educators should in any way rein in their cinematic zeal 
gained through personal experience or devotion, which 
can enliven their students’ encounter with the medium.
17zoom-out: chapter ii 16 from set to school
than with a real pedagogy, where it is of the 
utmost importance that the student be respected 
as the subjectivity behind the creative act, however 
modest his role in the film’s development (p.99).
The fact is that many students at the K-12 level 
are unaware of the direction they want to go in prior to 
entering college.  Simply understanding this, however, 
is not enough; it should be embraced.  It is my belief 
that film education at the youth level should be 
thought of as but an introduction to the art that will 
stoke a curiosity in students that may lead them, if they 
want, to follow the call further, and at the very least 
allow students to grasp the marvel of the medium and 
come to a greater understanding of the significance of 
cinema as the cultural relic of our time.
t r a i n i n g  t e c h n i c i a n s
All film educators should want their students to be 
proud of what they create, but I think it is important 
that our students feel proud of themselves for the right 
reasons.  Not because they are capable of producing 
something that we might call a successful “amateur” 
version of a “professional” film that aligns more closely 
with the criteria we have established for what a film of 
quality should look like.  But because they have created 
something to the best of their abilities and persevered.  
Sharits (1974) points out that “the appeal of this 
approach [which overstresses technical professionalism] 
is evident; it easily gratifies the students’ desires 
for absolutes and it relieves the instructors from 
confrontation with the individual student’s actual 
needs as a unique creator” (p.12). 
I truly believe that young people are capable of 
just about anything, but however talented our students 
may be, we should never compare them in any way to 
the Keatons, Kubricks or Kurosawas.  Not only because 
of a difference in ability, but because this is education, 
not entertainment.  One could even say that we 
should try to dissuade our students from attempting 
to make these kinds of films.  After all, once an artist 
reaches a certain level of complacency after becoming 
a “professional” in his or her field, doesn’t it become 
easier to stop asking questions?
In his book The Cinema Hypothesis on teaching 
film in the classroom, the former Cahiers du cinema 
film critic and current head of the Cinema cent ans 
de jeunesse youth filmmaking program Alain Bergala 
(2016) states how promoting vocationalism can get in 
the way of a student’s cinematic intonations:
There are schools that offer accelerated instruction 
to prepare students to become semi-specialized 
technicians, more or less competitive on the job 
market, but where they eliminate any chance that  
the student might have of someday becoming 
something of a thinking and feeling ‘subject’ of 
his own artistic practice…  These kinds of training 
have more in common with rote machine learning 
o p p o s i n g  v i e w s
One of the ongoing debates within moving image education is that of 
the product versus the process.  Although I am not sure this is the debate 
we need to be having, since I believe both to be of value, I do think it 
has helped to raise some important questions within the field related to 
pedagogical practices.
Sometimes it seems that we are so intent on the outcomes of arts 
learning that we are operating on a mechanical or aesthetic level rather 
than on a learning level.  Steve Goodman (2003), founder of the New 
York-based Educational Video Center youth filmmaking program, hints 
in his book Teaching Youth Media that, a failure to recognize the value of 
both can pose ramifications for those in charge of producing a project:
Working in the medium of video enabled the students’ inner 
thoughts, questions, and stories to be externalized as a product that 
could be exhibited to public audiences with pride.  But too much 
emphasis on the end product could also eclipse the importance of the 
process, causing students to view their mistakes along the way as a 
mark of failure instead of important opportunities for reflection and 
learning (p.97).
What I have come to realize through my time spent as a maker, 
instructor, and most recently a researcher of film, is that much of the 
dialectic is inescapably tied to the notion of what a “good” film is.  While 
this drags on, however, we fail to ask ourselves a seemingly obvious 
question: “What is a ‘good’ film?”  In fact, I went through my first year as 
a teacher trying to get my students to understand what a good film was 
without ever asking myself this question.  It has since become evident 
to me that a firmer conviction on the part of the instructor of what may 
equate to a “good” film seems to correlate to pedagogical approaches 
that bear greater similarities to the more standardized, ends-driven film 
industry practices.
This may involve things more plainly related to technique, such as 
teaching a student how to properly record an interview for a documentary 
or telling a student not to use the zoom control because it looks sloppy.  
But it can also be more theoretical (and potentially more debilitating), 
such as telling a student that they need to know the rules of cinema before 
they break them.  These were just a few of the things I was taught as a 
student, things that I now believe can get in the way of giving students a 
voice and an opportunity to express themselves free of creative inhibition.
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m a x i m i z i n g  m om e n t s
Younger students who have the good fortune of being exposed to 
filmmaking are often with it for a very brief period of time.  In school, the 
experience may last for a semester, or perhaps a full year if they are lucky.  
But oftentimes it is a much shorter dose, such as in the case of the growing 
number of out-of-school workshop experiences, some of which last for only 
a few hours.
Every person who has taught film is fully aware of the immense 
challenge of deciding what to write into the curriculum, particularly 
because of the dynamic latitude of the medium and its seemingly endless 
variety of artistic disciplines underneath its tent.  This means that, because 
of the inevitability of time constraints, educators need to be selective of 
what they choose to mine within the medium, and what they decide to leave 
unattended.  Not at all unlike being on a film set, every minute counts, and 
it goes without saying that we need to make the most of what little time we 
have in order to help our students get the best of what film has to offer.
I believe it is imperative that we look not only at what can be gained 
through an emphasis on certain cinematic characteristics, but that we also 
consider what can be lost.  Encouraging students to create storyboards 
for their films, for example, can be a wonderful opportunity to propel the 
imagination and teach one how to visualize ideas in a separate medium.  It 
can also help students learn the importance of preparation and structure, 
as well as providing them with a blueprint to fall back on which can help 
guide them through the instability of shooting.  But it may also make it 
easier for students to rely on what they have already decided is so, thus 
discouraging them from venturing down avenues of creative exploration 
that can open new doors.
This inquiry leads me back to a question I raised earlier:
To what extent should we emulate film industry practices in filmmaking 
education?
The more I ponder this question, the more it leads me to wonder about 
current pedagogical tendencies in the field that suggest a strong connection 
to result-oriented industry practices which resemble in many ways what I 
experienced as a film student.  In the following sections I have attempted to 
interrogate three queries of doubt that have been percolating through me 
since I began my role as educator.  Through doing so, I have been able to 
reach a greater personal understanding of how the art might be leveraged 
for purposes of learning, and I hope it will have the same effect on others.
I Wonder...
What opportunities are being precluded when 
there is an insistence on f ilm being solely 
recognized as a medium of manipulation and 
storytelling.
r e n d e r i n g  r e a l i t y
Nobody can deny that film, by its very nature, has been able to sustain 
itself through its reliance on the business of manipulation in which 
the various artistic elements that are available to the maker, such as 
movement, light, setting, and character, can be controlled in a way 
that elicit complex emotions and thoughts in the minds of those who 
experience it.  The very act of orchestrating a scenario constructed of such 
elements, and then seeking to capture it with the camera in a way that 
helps to tell a story, is what sets film apart from other forms of art.
The practice of rendering in visual arts, such as in the case of drawing 
where the term is most commonly used, requires the artist to more 
thoroughly depict their work through means such as shading, coloring 
and texturing in a way that will help their vision become more fully 
realized.  In the case of filmmaking the rendering of a project can take 
place throughout every step of the process, all the way from the polishing 
of the script to the trimming of the final cut, oftentimes done to create 
a more realistic representation with an intended thought or message.  I 
wonder, however, how much higher-order thinking is taking place when 
students spend their cinematic experiences rewriting lines of dialogue, 
reshooting scenes that didn’t come out the way they wanted, and 
correcting the color of their images.
A point worth noting is that this is often done with an almost 
ferocious certitude that the function of film is to represent varying 
degrees of realistic consistency without taking into consideration that 
the consistency and realism of life itself are wide open to interpretation.  
This hints at an intriguing difference between the Western view of art, 
which has always been regarded as highly representational, and the more 
presentational forms of art in Japan, where the concept of realism is 
often treated with a degree of skepticism not found in the West.  While 
describing one of the fundamental differences between Japanese and 
Western cinema, the late scholar of Japanese film and culture Donald 
Richie (1992) points out that “The West refuses to believe that surface
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reality is the only reality” (p.172).  He continues:
The cinema’s greatest strength is its ability to 
record perfectly the surface of life, and nothing 
more.  Since this is so, we should expect no more 
than a reflection of surface reality.  Cinematic art 
is symbolic and it’s a representation of human 
emotion; we accept it even though we’re not 
necessarily convinced by it (p.176).
As Richie mentions, there appears to be a 
theoretical understanding by the Japanese that the 
only reality which exists is a kind of “surface reality;” 
however others may be less likely to view it this way, 
which accounts for a strong desire to manipulate.  
Allowing our students to think more critically about 
the illusory elements of the medium could serve as an 
important step in widening their cinematic purview.  
This type of interpretative distancing is what could lead 
toward the production of more personally meaningful 
work through a fuller understanding that their artistic 
decisions need not be governed in any way by their 
preconceived notions of what the medium appears to 
present us.
n a r r at i v e  c o n s t r a i n t s
One thing I recall being taught by my teachers in film 
school was the importance of having a powerful opening 
in one’s film to draw the audience in.  I was also told that 
if something appearing in the film did not contribute 
to the forward momentum of the plot at large then it 
probably was not needed.  “Story is hegemonic” were 
the words spoken by Mark Reid from the British Film 
Institute when I spoke with him about the narrative 
aspect of filmmaking.  “You often hear filmmakers 
referred to as storytellers, but how often do you hear 
filmmakers being referred to as people who like to 
capture the essence of a place?  I think having a counter 
to the hegemony of narrative is important” (M. Reid, 
personal communication, March 3, 2018).  I believe this 
hints at a fundamental truth about the culture we are 
a part of, and, sadly, the ability to tame and structure 
one’s environment for the purpose of entertainment and 
narrative messaging is what many students nowadays are 
being judged on. 
In my experience as both a student and teacher 
of film, I have noticed that there is an overwhelming 
tendency for students to rush to narrative without 
paying attention to the opportunities for discovery 
that present themselves along the way.  It might be 
argued that an overemphasis on the structure and 
momentum of story can distract students from what 
Bergala (2016) refers to as the “real conditions” they 
are exposed to during the filmmaking process, which 
have the potential to grow them into more discerning 
and perceptible observers of the world (p.110). Rather 
than thinking of the camera as a machine for recording 
the stories we choose to manufacture in front of it, we 
might think of it as a device of exploration for seeking 
to understand more about the spheres of being we are 
a part of.
Especially in North America which is so culturally 
dominated by the presence of the mainstream industry, 
it often seems that nearly every creative decision 
ranging from the dialogue in the script to the font 
of the titles is made in the thrall of the narrative.  
Richie (1992) identifies this dependency on plot while 
describing some of the underlying differences between 
Western and Japanese cinema:
The Westerner strives to exceed limitations.  He 
dislikes the average, the mediocre...  In the cinema 
this creates a feeling for action, because things as 
they are cannot be accepted.  [Films] are tightly 
plotted, utilitarian...  ‘The king died and then the 
queen died’ is a story; ‘the queen died because 
the king died’ is a plot.  The story reflects simple 
reality; the plot comments upon that reality, 
ascribing motives and relating actions (p.171).
In pointing out the difference between plot and 
story, Richie is suggesting that there is indeed a desire 
felt in certain cultures of cinema to manipulate things 
instead of choosing to accept their intrinsic nature.
Richie continues by asserting the cosmetic qualities 
of the form and how it must function:
Plot cannot, however, be the business of cinema, 
which must always concern itself with recording 
surface reality.  The aim of cinematic art is to take 
life as it is and to pattern it in some way which 
does not do violence to its nature.  Plot is a pattern 
which does violence; it demands action and events, 
as opposed to the increment of precise surface 
detail, thus changing the nature of film as recorder 
of visible reality (1992, p.178).
Although storytelling is one of the most vital 
elements to be leveraged within the educational 
experience, I believe that students should also be 
made aware of the countless other elements within 
the medium’s orbit that can serve as catalysts for 
growth beyond what is normally covered in the 
curriculum.  Allowing for elements like locational 
identity, color, texture, or people to motivate the 
development of a story rather than the other way 
around could open up potential for new ways of 
learning, and work our students toward a more 
conceptual and less structured way of thinking.  In 
order to carry film forward along with our students, I 
believe that part of our responsibility as educators is 
to confront the very identity of the medium by seeking 
to decompartmentalize the categories of familiarity 
that we so often take for granted.  Perhaps if our 
students were better able to recognize that the laws of 
creating cinema need not adhere so closely to the way 
we are accustomed to receiving cinema, they could 
see themselves more as curators and creators than 
mechanics and manipulators.
Personal Practice: Narrative 
Possibilities
Many of the exercises we did at Gunma Kokusai 
Academy were structured in ways that would 
help students recognize the freedom that art 
affords through a more profound interrogation 
of the medium.  One such exercise was designed 
in order to get students thinking about the 
range of ways in which stories can be told so 
that they could approach their own future 
projects with a greater creative confidence 
and understanding of how meaning can be 
conveyed through sound and image.
Assignment:  Students are shown single clips from 
two very different films covering a similar topic (we 
chose films related to the controversy surrounding 
mass food production, one of which was told in a 
more conventional way with interviews, flashy titles, 
music and the like, while the other was told in a 
more unorthodox way featuring long, drawn-out 
shots with few of the cinematic ingredients the first 
film had).  After screening the clips, the students 
decide on their own whether a) the first film is more 
effective at conveying its message b) the second film 
is more effective at conveying its message c) the films 
are equally good at conveying their messages.  The 
students are broken up into groups corresponding to 
these three categories, and the first two groups must 
work together to construct arguments in order to 
convince the third group to join their team.
Through engaging in the exercise, the 
students were able to exercise various skills 
— collaborative, critical thinking, aesthetic 
awareness, argumentative reasoning - while 
gaining a better understanding of cinematic 
flexibility in regards to storytelling and form.
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I Wonder...
What opportunities are being precluded when 
foundations of f ilm technique and guidelines are 
emphasized to the degree that they often are.
s p h e r e  o f  i n f l u e n c e
One of the perennial adages in arts learning that I have never fully agreed 
with is that you need to know the rules before you can break them.  
There is no doubt that a tremendous amount can be gained by exposing 
children to the unique and multifaceted legacy of cinema through an 
awareness and appreciation of what it is predicated upon, but I think 
we need to be extremely careful about how, and to what extent, this is 
implemented.  The eminent Japanese scholar of the arts Kakuzo Okakura 
(1964) points out how the temptation of past creations can limit our 
ability to take full advantage of what art offers us.  “Our finite nature, the 
power of tradition and conventionality, as well as our hereditary instincts, 
restrict the scope of our capacity for artistic enjoyment...  Yet we allow our 
historical sympathy to override our aesthetic discrimination” (p.46).
Whatever we choose to expose our students to, whether in the form 
of clips from a movie or passages from a text, must ignite and empower 
them through an understanding of the range of possibilities that lie 
within the medium rather than inadvertently pressuring them to produce 
work reminiscent in any way of such material.  Sometimes we as educators 
rely on the assumption that telling our students things like “it’s okay to 
do your own thing” or “rules were meant to be broken” will automatically 
set their creative spirits free and help them realize their true potential as 
artists.  But we must understand that learning is far more complex than 
that, and telling students one thing doesn’t necessarily cultivate a true 
understanding of it.
In my first year at Gunma Kokusai Academy (GKA) I spent an entire 
class teaching my students what type of shots they might want to use 
when working on their film projects.  I taught them what an establishing 
shot was.  I taught them what an extreme close-up was.  I taught them 
what the difference between a high angle shot and a low angle shot was, 
and what kind of meaning could be inferred through them.  I did a lot 
of teaching, and I thought that doing so would establish not only a 
rudimentary understanding of film grammar and technique, but would 
also encourage my students to think more critically about the rainbow
of options they had at their disposal once the cameras 
were rolling.  These are among the things I had been 
taught as a student (see Notes of a Film Student in 
Appendix F) and it only seemed natural to pass them 
along.
But over that summer I started to question my 
pedagogical tendencies as I came to realize some truths.  
Aside from the fact that this type of knowledge could 
be learned on one’s own and would serve little use 
outside of moviemaking, I understood that teaching 
these different types of “options” was in some way 
imposing quantity on the form and insinuating that 
the range of possibilities in art are far from infinite.  
Those belonging to Cinema en Curs, a youth-centered 
film program operating out of Spain, question the 
validity of a pedagogical approach that overemphasizes 
the acquisition of skills related strictly to film analysis, 
which, as they state, are usually “the starting point (and 
ending point) of most ‘lessons on cinema:”
‘Equipped’ with these terms, students ‘analyze’ 
film sequences and ‘identify’ these notions while 
they ‘interpret their meaning’...  But what has [the 
student] actually seen?  What has been learned?  
To identify something means to reduce it to an 
established term, to close it in a limited meaning, 
to impose what we already know over what we have 
seen (Aidelman & Colell, 2014, p.26).
c o n t i n u i t y  a n d  c o h e r e n c e
People crave form and that is precisely what the 
industry feeds us.  As mentioned earlier, this is what 
accounts for the various manifestations of explicit 
messaging in mainstream cinema and a reluctance 
to move away from more formulaic patterns.  These 
forms are presented in many different ways ranging, 
more microcosmically, from the way visual elements are 
structured within the frame to, more macrocosmically, 
the way stories are structured within the narrative.  
Being consistently exposed to aesthetic dispositions 
that adhere to a prescribed Western logic, it is only 
natural that those to be found within the way films are 
constructed in the industry also crop up in our sites of 
learning.
An example of this is the rule of thirds, taught by 
educators seeking to help their students understand 
the importance of things like compositional balance 
(the extent to which the areas of screen space have 
equally distributed masses and points of interest).  As a 
student of film, I was often reminded to make certain 
the subject within the frame had plenty of “room to 
breathe.”  An example might have been framing a close-
up for an interview with ample space on the top of the 
frame, or allowing a greater amount of empty space to 
appear in front of a character who is walking laterally 
rather than behind them while panning or tracking the 
camera.
“This search for order, this desire 
for efficiency, this need to control 
and predict were then and are 
today dominant values.”
    – Elliot Eisner
Another result-oriented industry proclivity that 
might appear is that of maintaining continuity, 
which might be described as ensuring a film’s overall 
cohesion through the arrangement of various elements, 
including both graphic and narrative as well as others.  
Film sets often have professionals whose job it is to 
watch out for “continuity errors” and confirm that, 
say, the actor is wearing the same shirt, the position of 
the people in the frame are consistent, or in the case of 
editing, the sound matches the image.  All this effort is 
exhausted to make sure that the film, once completed, 
will flow as seamlessly as possible from one shot to the 
next so that the audience will be convinced of what they 
are seeing.  An example of the complexity of continuity 
which may or may not end up on a youth filmmaking 
curriculum can be seen in the book Directing Motion 
Pictures:
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Continuity within the scene is dependent on two 
main factors.  The camera has to be placed on the 
correct side of the centerline of the individual or 
group so that the shot will cut in with the previous 
shot of that group or individual...  The second 
important factor in maintaining correct screen 
direction is to ensure that people are looking 
precisely where they should be looking.  The 
direction of the players and the selection of the 
shots will be governed by the drama in the scene 
(St. John Marner, 1979, p.88).
Even in out-of-school youth filmmaking programs, 
which Fisherkeller (2011) states “tend to position 
themselves as a respite for youth to explore and express 
themselves outside the school’s boundaries, rules, and 
hierarchies” (p.43), curricula are often laden with rules 
related to continuity, two of the most common of 
which are the 30-degree rule and the 180-degree rule.  
According to Wikipedia, the 30-degree rule states that 
“the camera should move at least 30 degrees relative 
to the subject between successive shots of the same 
subject.”  The 180-degree rule is an imaginary axis that 
acts as “a basic guideline regarding the on-screen spatial 
relationship between a character and another character 
or object within a scene.”  In the article Thinking Outside 
of the Rules: Approaches to the Teaching of Photographic Art, 
the author points out that certain rules may very well 
encourage degrees of inventiveness, but they must not 
be enforced to the detriment of artistic capacities:
Originality may be partly a function of the ability 
to navigate rules, without necessarily knowing 
where they might lead, to rely on trial and error 
and have some luck, but artists must also be able 
to think for themselves and to some extent operate 
freely, outside of the rules, if the language and 
methods of art are to serve any creative purpose 
(Richmond, 2004, p.113).
By teaching these so-called rules of filmmaking 
and letting students know that a range of cinematic 
guidelines are in place when they make their own 
projects, it seems that we are boxing our students in, 
homogenizing their voices, and, in a way, discouraging 
them from taking advantage of the inherent freedom 
that art-making not only allows but invites.  Poyntz 
and Hoechsmann point out the need for educators to 
understand how certain skills being taught fit into the 
larger picture of learning and development:
Where skills development is part of fostering young 
people’s agency, then, a fuller sense of what this 
agency might involve is ignored if we only imagine 
production practices in terms of instrumental 
ends dictated by economic circumstances and 
needs.  Many would suggest, in fact, that broader 
questions emerge through youth media production 
that relate to issues of youth expression and 
voice, participation in public life and the role of 
pleasure and play in young people’s media work 
(Fisherkeller, 2011, p.304).
An understanding of the extent to which our 
own culturally bound standards as film educators are 
influenced by the various forms of high-quality media
messaging we encounter may help us understand just
how much of this carries over into the learning space 
and presents itself on our syllabi.  In fact, there are
Personal Practice: Cinema Charades
In order to get my students used to 
the equipment early on in a way that 
would not have them distracted by 
the thought of form and technical 
proficiency, I designed an in-class 
exercise that allowed them to 
come up with alternative and more 
abstract ways of expressing meaning 
on their own.
Assignment:  Modeled on the game 
of charades, students working in 
groups are given a pair of antonyms 
(such as “ordinary/extraordinary” or 
“conservative/progressive”) from a list 
without their classmates knowing which 
one.  In a short period of time, they 
must use the space in and around the 
school to conceptualize and film a silent 
short film project that somehow reveals 
the words they were given to the rest 
of the class who then guess what they 
are.  Each group may decide whether 
to start constructing their project 
through discussion prior to shooting or to 
construct their project as they shoot.
Through this exercise the students 
were able to understand how the 
camera can be used to translate 
things as simple as words into more 
complex visual juxtapositions with 
conceptual meaning.  Technical 
advice and tactics for how one 
might convey meaning through 
different types of shots were ignored 
and the results produced were 
highly original.  The flexibility of the 
assignment balanced with certain 
logistical parameters caused the 
students to find new ways to exercise 
creative capacities.  When we 
screened the films in the following 
class, an open-ended discussion 
was held about the pros and cons of 
entering production with a clearer 
idea of how to move forward.
even some who argue that a failure to question these 
standards on the part of educators is, in a way, stripping 
youth of what they are entitled to.  “To deny young 
people the opportunity to access, understand, critique, 
and apply the culturally situated standards that do exist 
to their own digital art work is akin to denying them 
access to academic discourses of power” (Halverson et 
al, 2014, p.388).
“I don’t want to educate.  I want to 
liberate!”
    – Bela Tarr
Allocating class time to emphasize skills that help 
to bring about more cinematic proficiency will more 
likely help students compose products that fit more 
comfortably within our concept of what a film ought 
to look like.  But I wonder how much it will spur the 
development of their growth as abstract thinkers, and 
exercise specific parts of the brain that arts learning 
is especially good at gaining access to, especially since 
our students are far more excited about the prospect of 
creating their own set of rules.  Perhaps we could aim 
for something closer to what Sharits (1974) defines 
as “the optimal student” as “one who will graduate in 
possession of necessary technical and theoretical skills 
without being bound by them, who will utilize these 
skills as tools and not as ends in themselves” (p.28).
27zoom-out: chapter ii 26 i wonder (iii)
I Wonder...
What opportunities are being precluded when the 
structures erected in the developmental stages 
of f ilmmaking are obeyed to the degree that they 
normally are.
l ay i n g  s u b s t r u c t u r e s
Structure is a big part of the filmmaking process.  Perhaps the most 
obvious example of this can be seen in the compartmentalization of the 
various stages of filmmaking which have been placed in a particular order 
(pre-production, production, and then post-production) to help ensure 
that the process follows an organized logic all the way from a project’s 
moment of inception to its completion.  But nowhere is the importance 
of structure more evident than in the developmental phase of filmmaking 
in which the makers map out how their film will be made.  This includes 
work ranging from the writing of the script to the scouting of locations 
and the scheduling of the shooting.  Many in the field of film education 
would argue that the most important skills to be learned take place 
during this very crucial stage, but I wonder what might also be lost.  
Bergala (2016) writes how a flexible balance of some kind must be struck 
between the filmmaker’s previously determined schemes and whatever 
reality presents itself during the process:
The filmmaker’s intelligence rests in his capacity for finding the 
right solutions for his mise-en-scene at the intersection of his 
preconceived idea of the scene to be filmed and the real conditions of 
this particular day of shooting.  [He or she] must be capable of this 
dialectical flexibility between his imagined vision of the scene and the 
reality of the conditions of his mise-en-scene (p.109).
Film productions naturally try to avoid any scenario in which the 
filmmakers arrive on set without a clear idea of what needs to get done, 
and this is precisely why the basis of any film project becomes the script 
(or screenplay).  The modern script conforms to a universal standard 
that is specifically formatted to standardize the intentions of the key 
visionaries which will make the project easier to understand for whomever 
comes across it regardless of the context.  The information being 
transmitted from the script, such as spoken dialogue, screen direction, 
location, and time of day, is often what guides the filmmakers, whether
industry professionals or elementary school students, 
as they move forward with their projects.
Although not all filmmakers use scripts and 
other pre-production material like storyboards when 
working on projects, most rely on them to ensure 
that whatever ends up on screen is in line with what 
they originally intended to express as artists.  The 
quintessential embodiment of this is Alfred Hitchcock 
who, while working on his scripts, would work closely 
with a storyboard artist to draw out every shot of the 
film including the camera position and movement of 
the actors in astonishingly precise detail.  In fact, he 
was famous for saying that the actual shooting of the 
film was a bore since all of the important decisions had 
already been made.  Although not as extreme, my own 
experience in film school followed this “Hitchcockian” 
approach in which the “making” aspect of filmmaking 
was largely dependent on what had previously been 
determined on paper, and I have since learned that 
many other programs do the same.
s t r a i g h t  s h o o t e r s
I have always felt as a filmmaker that the real pleasure 
of any project happens while shooting, since it requires 
one to be present and react intuitively to the constantly 
changing surroundings and conditions.  It is no mere 
coincidence that the word “cinema” derives from the 
Greek word for “movement,” and I believe we must be 
aware that most students look forward to shooting 
more than any other phase of the entire process.  This is 
when their minds are racing and the kinesthetic aspect 
of filmmaking begins to pay educational dividends, 
especially since children spend much of their time in 
scholastic situations which are, sadly, quite remote 
from creative and intellectual stimulation.  Hanan 
Harchol, head of the Film and Video Department at the 
High School of Art and Design in New York City, spoke 
of the importance of employing a method of active 
learning in the classroom.  “I feel that the theoretical 
elements are much better learned and retained if they 
are applied in actual hands-on projects.  I think that a 
lot of people are analyzing shots, but not applying what 
they’re analyzing into their own projects” (H. Harchol, 
personal communication, January 18, 2018).
“The cultivation of surprise, the 
willingness to take risks, the 
formulation of insight, are alien 
in spirit to a preoccupation with 
prepackaged outcomes.”
            – NAEA Commission
I have come to believe that an overemphasis on 
structure and encouraging students to work directly 
from material they have already created during the 
developmental stages of a project can take the energy 
and excitement out of the experience, not at all unlike 
the dead space I described earlier on the industry 
film set.  When this approach was used, what I often 
observed was students standing around in hallways, 
cafeterias, stairwells, parks, and myriad other shooting 
locations doing what they had been instructed to do 
and not much else.  In their hands were oftentimes 
materials that I would like to refer to as The Soporific 
S’s; scripts, storyboards, shot lists, schedules and slates 
(also known as clapper boards).
When youth are preoccupied, eyes down, with 
trying to recall what needs to get done, it can be hard 
to imagine them studying the world they are trying 
to capture and absorbing the full creative jolt that 
filmmaking has the potential to offer at every step of 
the process.  For many of these students, the problem 
has already been solved, and there are few, if any, 
opportunities to discover anything new.  In this sense, 
a large part of the filmmaking experience can take on 
the form of something akin to a homework assignment 
in which the students are essentially responsible for 
outputting their ideas with the aid of certain materials 
according to what had previously been done in class. 
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 One need not struggle to imagine how a student 
might feel if they are made to believe that the most 
important cinematic decisions are made before the cap 
even comes off the lens.
As far as pre-production materials are concerned, 
many educators who are somewhat new to film may find 
it easier to rely on the conventions of the industry that 
follow a more architectural plan, since it helps them 
scaffold their courses and keep track of what is going 
on.  Justin Bull, instructor of the high school-level film 
program at Concord Academy, points out that this 
reliance may be more than a sense of ease: 
I tend to find that when I talk to educators at 
high schools who are starting film programs and 
they’re bringing production in...  There is that 
fear of the unknown and once they see the allure 
of pre-production materials, they’re like ‘Ah, I got 
it!’  These are very simple steps that I can tell my 
students to do and I can create a very easy rubric 
that justifies that they’ve done it correctly, so now 
I feel like I’m doing something, and I’m engaging 
in a quote unquote educational experience with 
the students (J. Bull, personal communication, 
February 28, 2018).
c ov e r i n g  a n d  c o l l e c t i n g
Many of the industry practices more closely related 
to insurance and organization can carry over into 
how students actually shoot their films as well.  The 
cinematographic strategy of shooting “coverage” means 
to gather a greater number of shots from a wider variety 
of angles during the recording of each scene.  Many 
industry professionals, including those who work in 
television, swear by this methodological approach to 
production, since it gives the editor a greater range 
of choices, thereby minimizing the risk of not having 
the footage the filmmakers may feel is needed in order 
to tell the story.  Once again, this seems to have been 
heavily influenced by an industry governed by capitalist 
dispositions, which indicates a more ends-driven, some 
might say business-like, process of art-making.
As a student, I remember being taught to “cover my 
scenes from the outside in,” which meant that I was to 
begin filming each scene by capturing the shots further 
away from the subject and gradually working my way 
inwards.  This often took the shape of starting with a 
master shot (the recording of an entire scene from start 
to finish from an angle with all of the main elements in 
view), and then moving to long shots (wider, full-body 
views of the subject), medium shots (waist-up views 
of the subject), close-ups (tighter views of the subject), 
and so on.  Although this was a more systematically 
secure way of shooting and would most likely ensure 
a more comfortable post-production stage with a 
greater number of options at my disposal, I couldn’t 
help thinking that it sometimes made the act of filming 
feel as though I was shopping for groceries.  This was a 
method that I only chose to abandon later in my career, 
and, although the more improvisational way I shoot my 
films now presents added challenges, I am now more 
open to the immediacy of opportunity.
Eisner (2002) alludes to how a failure on the part of 
both the student and the teacher to recognize the value 
of the work in process, and what John Dewey referred to 
as “flexible purposing,” can lead to trouble for some:
Flexible purposing is opportunistic; it capitalizes 
on the emergent features appearing within a 
field of relationships.  It is not rigidly attached 
to predefined aims when the possibility of better 
ones emerges.  The kind of thinking that flexible 
purposing requires thrives best in an environment 
in which the rigid adherence to a plan is not a 
necessity.  As experienced teachers well know, the 
surest road to hell in a classroom is to stick to the 
lesson plan no matter what (p.10).
The more a filmmaking educator thinks about 
it, the more he or she may realize the variety of 
approaches that are available for helping students 
organize their ideas and prepare for their projects, many 
of which bear little similarity to standard industry 
practices.  Teaching students how to format and write 
standardized scripts and then having them do it on 
their own, for example, is one way to make use of class 
time and provide opportunities for learning.  But why 
not allow ourselves to interrogate the essence of the 
“script” even more, and realize that it is capable of 
existing in entirely different, non-text forms, such as in 
the minds of our students rather than in their hands?
An approach that would fall somewhere in between 
these two methods of working might be to have students 
engage in the development of said pre-production 
materials, but then discard them before moving forward 
with the shooting and editing of their films.  When 
making his directorial debut film 2/Duo (1997), the 
Japanese filmmaker and film educator Nobuhiro Suwa, 
whom I had the pleasure of working alongside at Gunma 
Kokusai Academy, had his lead actor and actress read 
through the script he had written only to abandon it 
during the actual shooting of the film.  This gave the cast 
a recollection of what the story was about and who their 
characters were, but left them with more than enough 
room to explore and improvise during the stages of 
filming, allowing them to rely more on their intuition 
and personal judgement rather than what was written 
down.  I wonder how much more those involved — both 
in front of and behind the camera — were able to learn 
having gone through this continued process of discovery.
I believe that part of the reason why structured 
planning is so heavily emphasized is because some 
educators fear their students will rush through the 
process.  I can certainly empathize with cinematic 
purists or teachers who feel that filmmaking is an 
opportunity to expand what some might say is the 
quickly diminishing attention span of youth, but it often 
seems that the incredible luxury that digital technology 
now affords us is being overlooked more than it should 
be.  With the availability of more affordable video 
recording devices and platforms for exhibition, children 
can more than ever feel empowered to create moving 
images without the need for special training.  Dr. Diane 
Watt, Educational Researcher & Instructor from the 
University of Ottawa mentioned that:
Kids are all on Youtube now so if you have too 
much of a disconnect between the freedom to 
create at home, and then you bring it into an 
educational setting and, they know the possibilities 
of video, but we sort of clamp it down into our 
structure, I think there’s a problem with that.  I 
don’t think they’re going to produce necessarily 
to the extent that they could if they were allowed 
to [create more freely]... (D. Watt, personal 
communication, March 5, 2018).
What we teach children in our sites of engagement 
should not only be able to seamlessly and realistically 
carry over into other environments, but it should also 
enliven their cinematic curiosities in a way that will 
keep them enthralled by the wonders of the medium’s 
scope and otherness.  An insistence on sticking to a 
path that does not wind will only discourage whatever 
chance there is of discovering within them their own 
creative voice and embracing what film has to offer.
Let’s limit the dead space.
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Looking into the Lens
c o n f r o n t i n g  d i s c om f o r t
If those children do have the imagination to adjust to what they 
gradually find out about the intersubjective world as they move further 
and further from the views of their original home, they are bound to 
reinterpret their early experiences, perhaps to see the course of their 
lives as carrying out the possible (among numerous possibilities) rather 
than the necessary...  imagination, more than any other capacity, breaks 
through the ‘inertia of habit.’  When nothing intervenes to overcome 
such inertia, it joins with the sense of repetitiveness and uniformity to 
discourage active learning (Greene, 1995, p.21).
So much of what students learn from the educational machine nowadays 
is geared toward prescriptionary planning and structure.  With a well 
thought-out plan and plenty of knowledge (and materials) to guide them 
through their journey (of making a film), they are better able to avoid the 
threat of failure and navigate themselves more smoothly through a scenario 
involving countless critical decisions that will strongly impact the trajectory 
of their lives (and projects).  All this begs a series of questions such as how 
much learning is actually taking place once these forms and decisions are in 
place, and how closely students should have to adhere to them as they move 
forward.  Or perhaps an even more existential question:  Since students 
in any context will naturally confront problems throughout the process, 
should they be taught to avoid these problems, or lean into them?
Filmmaking, because of its complex, process-based nature and the 
countless decisions that need to be made, presents myriad snares, traps, 
hurdles and pitfalls at every step of the way for filmmakers to stumble into.  
I have often thought of the decision to embark on a project as kindred to 
being dropped into the middle of a vast wilderness without a clue of how 
to escape.  Luckily, the materials I identified earlier act as maps to help us 
navigate our way forward.  The techniques and guidelines that we have 
been trained to rely on act as our mental compass so that we know which 
direction it is we are going in.  The belief that the medium itself is one to be 
manipulated affirms our ability to do so and maintain control.
The sheer struggle of making a film hit me hardest when I directed my 
first feature film in Japan called The Shadow Inside (2014).  The project took 
five years to complete and challenged me to the point where I thought that 
film itself had betrayed me.  However, I am now able to realize just how 
much I learned and subsequently grew from the experience because of how
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I persevered through all of the difficulty I was 
confronted with.  Now that I am an educator of film 
as well as a maker, I am better able to see that each 
and every one of the challenges that making a movie 
inevitably presents us with can be thought of as an 
opportunity rather than an obstacle.
If we can all agree that the central purpose of 
education is to help our students grow to the greatest 
of their capacities, then I think we should also realize 
how important it is to lose some of that control.  I 
firmly believe that it is part of our role as educators 
to challenge our students to find ways to question 
themselves and doubt what they think is so.  This, I 
believe, is the ground zero of growth.  Dewey himself 
recognized that we are organisms who find ourselves 
having to respond to environments in constant change, 
which is why we only think when confronted with 
problems.  What happens most often in moving image 
education, however, is that students are trained to find 
their way out of the uncompromising wilderness in 
the smoothest and most efficient way possible and, as 
Dewey put it, “appeal to higher beings for help” (i.e. 
follow the example of industry professionals).
With such a large part of the educational experience 
fueled by a system of benign indoctrination and telling 
us how to stay within the frameworks that are expected 
of us, shouldn’t we be forever seeking to capitalize on 
art’s ability to revolt, and help our students find ways to 
stand out rather than blend in?  But rather than telling 
them how to do so, I think they must find their way out 
of the wilderness on their own.
What art seeks is not the discovery of the laws 
of nature about which true statements or 
explanations can be given, but rather the creation 
of images that people will find meaningful and 
from which their fallible and tentative views of the 
world can be altered, rejected, or made more secure 
(Eisner, 2003, p.11).
s t r a i t j ac k e t  o f  s ta n da r d s
With such a large number of youth-centered moving 
image programs being run in different kinds of 
educational settings around the world, why does it 
appear to be such a challenge for so many to step away 
from a more product-oriented pedagogical approach?  
Given what the medium allows, being a multi-
dimensional form of art which miraculously manages 
to encapsulate a diverse range of seemingly unrelated 
art forms and professions within its sphere, why are 
we not seeing more attempts by educators to buck 
industry trends and capitalize on what the medium has 
to offer us?
It is completely understandable that all filmmaking 
educators would want their students to produce works 
of art that exhibit a cinematic acumen that rises above 
the standard of work that is normally associated with 
amateur videos pervading social media platforms such 
as Youtube.  In some cases, such as those in public 
school settings where the arts are under constant threat 
of being cut from the curriculum, educators may even 
feel compelled to do so.  After all, a script in the hand 
of a student filming in a public school hallway can 
lend credibility to the act of moviemaking, and paint 
the teacher as a bona fide educator in the eyes of non-
believers.
It is my belief that a deep-seated feeling of anxiety among educators 
hinged on the notion that the quality of our students’ work reflects the 
quality of our teaching is partly responsible for this reluctance to digress 
from a more ends-driven pedagogical approach to filmmaking.  It is a fear 
that, despite all of the instruction that our students have been given from 
us, they will fail to produce compelling films in not only our own eyes, but 
the eyes of others as well; films that refuse to hold together and bear only 
a spangle of resemblance to the more palatable works we are so used to 
seeing.  Instructors, after all, are responsible for answering to many others 
outside the classroom, including the administration and the parents of 
their students.
Bergala (2016) recognizes, however, that “the danger posed by the fear 
of failure must not give rise to codified instruction, to submission before 
the aesthetic or linguistic pseudo-rules that regulate communication” 
(p.98).  Rather than getting hung up on convincing ourselves and others 
that our approach as educators is justifiable through the quality of our 
students’ work, we should take comfort and pride in knowing that the 
fruits of our labor will manifest in the overall growth of the students 
themselves, oftentimes surfacing much later down the road.  Although we 
should aspire to have our students produce works that they are proud of, 
we should always remind ourselves of what is being overlooked when the 
process is undervalued.
Although this pressure could be triggered by any number of factors, it 
seems that much of it derives from the imposition of academic standards 
which often behave as a warden to the arts.  Standards are buttressed 
by varying structures and algorithms, and it may be the case that films 
developed to look like what we may expect are easier to measure and 
justify, at least in the eyes of those who call the shots.  Needless to say, 
this is not a problem that is endemic only to moving image education.  
Nor is it a problem that stops at the administrative level.  It is my firm 
belief that if educators of the arts were granted the necessary freedom and 
flexibility to do their jobs without the worry of reprimand, we could see a 
much greater comfort with experiments in pedagogy that could lead to a 
flowering of discoveries within our sites of cinematic learning.
35zoom-out: chapter ii 34 
continue to push against the current constraints of the 
form, and create an environment that will invite and 
encourage educators to discover for themselves what is 
teeming within the medium.
w i d e n i n g  t h e  p u r v i e w
Another point to consider is that, with the potential 
increase in the number of youth-centered filmmaking 
programs both in and out of school, there may be a 
greater number of educators without a background in 
film being pulled in to fill the demand.  Justin Bull of 
Concord Academy says:
We’re seeing a huge increase in media programs 
at the high school level and a lot of the people 
that are taking over the role of educator in those 
programs are coming at it from other experiences 
and backgrounds.  [Experimenting with new 
pedagogical approaches] sometimes requires a 
really brave soul who’s willing to make mistakes in 
front of their students, or requires someone who’s 
been through enough production so they have 
that sense of mastery and ease where they can just 
sort of fly by the seat of their pants and also guide 
a bunch of students with them (J. Bull, personal 
communication, February 28, 2018).
Although there is reason to be concerned about a 
trend such as this, I believe there are even more reasons 
for why this should be embraced.  It offers the potential 
for a much greater diversity of instructional and 
theoretical approaches that may even begin to challenge 
the doctrinal laws of cinema, particularly because many 
of these people are approaching the medium from fields 
as diverse as anthropology, philosophy and many of the 
other arts.  What is perhaps most important, however, 
is that incoming and current educators possess a 
natural cinematic curiosity that will help their students 
understand the true value of the language of cinema 
rather than seeking to teach the terminology of cinema.
Just as we would not want mainstream cinema to 
become the lingua franca for how movies are seen or 
made, we should never think that there is a particular 
way in which filmmaking is to be taught.  We would not 
want any one method to create a pedagogical monopoly 
on what can and should be a rich array of personal 
practices that best suit the contextual circumstances 
that the students are embedded in.  Instead, we should 
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h o s h i-i m o
The first ever Gunma Kokusai Academy (GKA) Youth Film Festival was an 
unforgettable experience for many.  This was the inaugural culmination of 
our year-long experiment in documentary filmmaking at an international 
high school about 50 miles northwest of Tokyo. The scale was enormous 
with about five hundred in attendance and seven student group 
productions screening with an awards ceremony at the end.  Unlike that of 
many Western countries, filmmaking at the high school level is practically 
unheard of in Japan, and what we had put together drew the attention of 
college professors, researchers, artists, and even several media companies 
who were all eager to find out more.
The word had gotten out and practically everybody in the school knew 
which film was going to win the top award even weeks before the festival 
was held.  It was an incredibly ambitious and well made short called Hoshi-
imo (2016) about the production and cultural adoration of dried sweet 
potatoes, a popular Japanese snack.  Everyone knew it was a cut above all 
of the other candidates in just about every category — cinematography, 
narrative thrust, sound, editing, narration, you name it.  It was a well-oiled 
machine with very few leaks, and was destined to collect the grand prix.
The jury was headed by Nobuhiro Suwa, the Japanese filmmaker 
and film professor of Tokyo University of the Arts, who helped us get the 
program up and running, and establish a theoretical framework from 
which I would teach the students.  For him, education was much more 
than a form of edification, and he saw filmmaking as no less than an 
opportunity for students to explore the world in front of them and discover 
their place within it.  As he made occasional visits to the school, I was 
always surprised by his easygoing approach to teaching and disregard for 
cinematic guidelines and technique, which was in many ways contradictory 
to what I had learned as a student.
I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to forget the looks of utter incredulity 
that fell over the faces of the audience as the awards were announced.  
Another Approach
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Nobody could believe the results, especially not the 
group of five students who had so clearly put a great 
deal of thought and effort into their half year-long 
project only to have their hearts broken.  Not only had 
Hoshi-imo failed to win the top award, it didn’t receive 
any of the awards we ended up handing out to three of 
the seven films made by the 27 students that year (we 
have since removed the element of competition from 
our annual film festival event).
By the end of the program’s first year, I was acutely 
aware of some of the elemental gulfs between my own 
theories of film and that of Suwa’s, but this seemed 
to be too much.  Had there been a mistake when the 
awards were announced?  It just didn’t make sense to 
anyone there that day why the film that would have 
most certainly taken home the top award at just about 
any other competition didn’t end up receiving any.  I 
learned a lot of lessons during my three years at GKA, 
but perhaps none as big as this one.
c i n e m at i c  e m a n c i pat i o n
It didn’t take long for me to realize that Suwa and I 
had a fundamentally different view of cinema.  We were 
from different backgrounds, different generations, 
and, whereas I had been trained as a filmmaker, he was 
largely self-taught.  My idea of a good film was one 
with a compelling story, a taut and coherent structure, 
interesting characters, and a certain degree of technical 
proficiency.  For him, a good film was “one that struggled 
to resist being recognized as a good film.”  He saw 
filmmaking as an opportunity to unveil things within 
our world that had gone previously unrecognized, and 
he thought that true creation was something that could 
never have been brought into existence were it not for 
the existence of the people that actually created it.  This 
reminds me of a quote spoken by the revered French 
filmmaker Robert Bresson (1997) who said, “Make 
visible what, without you, might perhaps never have 
been seen.”
“Film is for discovering the world, 
not creating your world.”
    – Suwa
The approach that came into being at GKA was so 
radically different from what I had been exposed to as a 
student, and I soon began to comprehend the degree of 
flexibility to which the art could be sculpted in different 
ways for the purpose of education.
“There are no rules!”
This became one of the axioms of our program, and 
we thought it was essential that the students understand 
the inherent relativity of art and that the only criteria 
that truly matter are their own.  Naturally, this tied 
in with a stronger de-emphasis on the theoretical 
guidelines and technical conventions of filmmaking 
precipitated by the industry, and we believed that 
teaching students how to make films would make it 
more difficult for their antennae of creativity to probe 
outside the margins of whatever they had been taught.  
Once the students could develop a more interpretivist 
perspective, they could feel free to experiment, take 
greater risks and responsibility for their work, and treat 
their projects as unfiltered windows through which they 
could express themselves.
Endeavoring to create “good” art was of minimal 
import, and I would come to realize how much progress 
can be made if one feels with utter sincerity that they are 
allowed the freedom to improvise.  I knew that we were 
risking what some might consider “quality” by deviating 
so far from the more teleological way filmmaking is 
normally taught, but I would learn that an insistence on 
creative freedom encouraged the students to bring their 
own background and values into their thought process, 
a practice that would clearly manifest itself in the sheer 
diversity of the projects they would make.
None of this means, of course, that a foundation 
of some kind is not needed.  Curating a learning 
environment in which children are free to explore and create what they 
want without the pressure of rules is not necessarily going to make them 
more inquisitive and developed learners.  Nor does it mean that skills 
attained through a stronger emphasis on structure which I spoke of earlier 
are being neglected.  The important point is that the allowance for more 
creative freedom should be implemented in a way that affords them the 
opportunity to experiment while simultaneously encouraging them to find 
meaning, connect ideas, and make sense of what it is they are engaging in.
Having witnessed students at work in learning environments that put a 
stronger emphasis on guidelines and following the rules, I have noticed that 
the experience of making a film can be far less stimulating for those who 
feel there are limits to what can be explored and discovered.  This is when 
the feeling of adventure starts to dissipate and the chance for true creation, 
making something which has no precedent, can turn into a form of 
repetition which is relegated to an existence within the boundaries of what 
others have already created.  But creating something in these terms involves 
unexpected happenings, and is no easy task since our instincts push us to 
play it safe, rely on what we know, and make something based on what we 
and others consider to be of merit.  Although we may not be able to achieve 
true creation, I believe it is something we should aspire to.
All of this can have unintended effects, however, if the precepts by 
which we live are not deconstructed in such a way that students can 
understand that what matters most is how they feel, and that the feelings 
of others will follow.  Otherwise all of our efforts may be toppled by 
blows of personal disappointment felt among our students that they are 
incapable of producing anything of meaning or value.  Establishing this as 
a base from which to work can alleviate a great deal of personal and social 
pressure that is felt among youth in art-making, and can also give them a 
more visceral feeling of agency since they can claim fuller responsibility for 
work which is determined more by their own rules than the rules of others.  
It is not until this is fully appreciated that new doorways can start to open 
and students will start to think of what they could do rather than what 
they should do.
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i r r e g u l a r i t y
Although students are generally taught about 
various ways to render their projects more 
attractive, whether dropping a line, putting a 
camera on the tripod, or cropping an image, 
we wanted our students at GKA to understand 
that producing something that may appear incomplete or imperfect to 
us at first glance is capable of having its own kind of beauty.  Having 
been influenced myself by certain Japanese aesthetic concepts related to 
inconsistency, ambiguity, and restraint, I tried to integrate these principles 
into the course so that the students would understand the subjectivity 
of a concept such as beauty, and how it can be found in places we do not 
normally look.
Rather than giving our students the skills that would give their films 
luster, we encouraged them to embrace the “mistakes” that would inevitably 
appear in their films, and find ways to incorporate them in instead of air-
brushing them out.  This corresponds to an aesthetic technique with origins 
in traditional Japanese ceramics known as kintsugi in which the flaws and 
cracks that appear in the work are decorated in such a way that they become 
integrated into its life and personality.  Just like the cracks in a tea bowl, the 
cracks in our students’ films became a part of the history of their making, 
blending the process and product together as if they were essential to each 
other’s survival.  The films thus evolved into capsules representative of the 
students’ cinematic journeys so that when they finally watched them they 
were more easily able to reflect on the experiences they had gone through.
All of this relates to a cultivated sensitivity which I believe can help 
young people develop an eye for finding beauty in things neglected, and 
perhaps more importantly, an inclination to seek them out. It also gives 
rise to a greater acceptance and appreciation for the irregularities and 
imperfections in our lives, and allows one to notice that all this signals 
is a potential for further improvement and development, not a mistake 
that needs correcting.  The currently practicing 15th generation potter 
Kichizaemon describes how the concept of beauty in Japan is something 
tied more closely to the individual than the object itself:
“Raku ware, and Japanese ceramics in general, aren’t about perfection.  
They have subtle distortions.  Irregularities that make room for 
thinking about finding harmony and unity with nature.  Flawless 
objects are universal in a way that allows everyone to perceive what’s 
“If light is scarce then light is scarce; we 
will immerse ourselves in the darkness and 
there discover its own particular beauty.”
– Junichiro Tanizaki
“Our mind is the canvas on 
which artists lay their color.”
– Kakuzo Okakura
special about them.  But there’s less hidden 
philosophy to explore.  People feel comfortable 
opening their hearts to something that’s imperfect.” 
(Nippon.com. (Aug. 22, 2017). Raku Kichizaemon 
on the Avant-Garde Tradition of Raku Ware. Retrieved from https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=HVUbNnyPpPg&t=4s).
d i v e r s i t y
Perhaps the most essential feature of art is its unparalleled ability to 
provoke.  For artists, there may be no more satisfying a feeling than having 
what we intend to say transmit successfully to our audience through our 
work.  A successful transmission can justify our work as artists and inspire 
us to keep going.  But it can be even more satisfying and meaningful when 
our audience discovers something in our work that we did not intend to say.  
When we create something, whether in the form of a tea bowl or a film, the 
more concrete and fully realized our depiction of it is, the less room there 
may be for others to interpret it in their own way.  This fundamental truth 
is something that has been understood by the Japanese since the early stages 
of their culture, and correlates to, for example, why the mainstream films of 
Hollywood are produced the way that they are.
“Film isn’t the medium for saying ‘Here’s 
what I think.’  It’s the medium for saying 
‘Here’s what I think, now what about you?”
      – Suwa
While at GKA, we encouraged the students to understand that the most 
compelling and thought-provoking films are those that leave room for the 
audience to “complete” them.  Suwa said, after all, that a film is not truly 
complete until it is committed to the memories of those who watch it.  
Unfortunately, however, art is not usually taught in such a way, and is often 
evaluated on how clearly the work is rendered or how tactically, rather than 
tactfully, the message is transmitted. 
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r e l e a s i n g  t h e  i m ag i n at i o n
One of the things I was repeatedly taught in film school 
was the importance of having a clear vision.  If you did 
not know exactly what you wanted then you would 
fail to produce an adequate film, lose the respect of 
the people you were working with, or worst of all, lose 
faith in your own abilities.  This type of rhetoric helps 
to explain the veneer of confidence film directors feel 
they must prolong when working on a project, and one 
might imagine the effect this can have on the mind of a 
15 year-old kid.
For Suwa, the reason we produce art is precisely 
because we do not know what we want to say.  “That’s 
why we write!”, he once told the students when 
describing the process an author takes when developing 
a story.  In this sense, having a clear vision and knowing 
what you want to say could get in the way of not only 
the process, but the true purpose of art-making as well.  
This certainly did not mean that careful consideration 
and skills related to organization were not part of the 
learning experience we curated at GKA, but I do believe it 
meant that our students felt more comfortable moving 
away from a systematically linear, ends-driven thought-
process with a reliance on materials mentioned earlier.
Perhaps in too many situations, young filmmakers 
— whether playing the role of directors, writers, or 
cinematographers — are made to believe that their 
primary goal is to find the most efficient way possible 
of realizing their vision.  Understanding that it is 
okay not to know what you want can be an especially 
liberating feeling for young artists, and can open them 
up to inquire about things they otherwise would not 
have the courage to wonder.  This sustained curiosity 
Personal Practice: Affirming Individuality
In order to get my students thinking 
more flexibly about the various 
ways of communicating ideas and 
meaning, I designed a problem-
based exercise that encouraged 
them to experiment with how visuals 
can be put together in order to tell 
stories in unconventional ways.
Assignment: Working in groups, 
students are given the same set of 
20 still images taken from the trailer 
of a single film.  Students are then 
responsible for selecting 10 of the 20 
images and using them as visual prompts 
in order to create a story with a struggle 
of some kind. Once the images are 
arranged in the order of their choosing, 
each group displays them on the wall 
and takes turns narrating the stories to 
the rest of the class. A discussion is held 
revolving around the process of ideation 
and narrative development.
Even though each of the groups was 
given the same set of images, their 
stories came out entirely differently 
and they were able to affirm their 
individuality as creators and more 
clearly recognize the diversity of 
approaches for telling stories.  The 
students were encouraged to think 
about and discuss what they felt 
was surfacing through the visuals 
rather than trying to guess what the 
original context may have been, and 
understand how imagery can be 
imagined and interpreted differently.
which is led along by something akin to a working 
hypothesis connects to various forms of constructivist 
learning that can develop the mind for a lifelong quest 
for understanding.
Once this type of praxis is established in the 
developmental stages of a project, one can more 
readily keep their mind unlocked and allow it to be 
teased forward by whatever reveals itself, which is quite 
different from a process that relies on working from 
a carefully conceived story and then finding the most 
suitable locations, people, and items to fit inside it.  The 
essence of discovery within the context of learning can 
be grasped through a quote by Jerome Bruner (1961), 
the educational psychologist known to be one of the 
progenitors of discovery-based learning:
To the degree that one is able to approach learning 
as a task of discovering something rather than 
‘learning about’ it, to that degree will there be a 
tendency for the child to carry out his learning 
activities with the autonomy of self-reward or, more 
properly by reward that is discovery itself (p.26).
The process of making art does not have to be 
an attempt to carry out what you want to say, thereby 
confirming in some form what you already think you 
know.  It can also be about trying to discover something 
that you do not already know.  The more certain you 
are of your vision, the easier it is to execute, but the 
more difficult it is to open yourself up to discovering 
something new.  To me, this is the basis for discovery in 
its most primal sense.
For Suwa, each project he makes becomes an 
opportunity for profound inquiry and learning, as 
when he took on his most recent film project The Lion 
Sleeps Tonight (2017) starring Jean-Pierre Leaud.  Rather 
than relying on all of his previous film experience and 
insight attained through past projects with the hope 
of producing a summatively more compelling piece, he 
embarked on an entirely different cinematic approach 
in order to open up even further the possibility for 
discovery and learning.  Understanding that complete 
artistic satisfaction is as elusive as the endlessly receding 
horizon, he pushed himself to take on challenges that 
were foreign to him, in this case casting children who 
would end up shooting much of the footage to be 
used in the final cut.  This approach to making movies 
entails a tremendous amount of risk, but it offers us the 
possibility of much greater return.
“If I shoot things exactly the way 
I want then I won’t learn anything 
new.”
    – Suwa
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that we normally think of pottery as having.  This 
overall process results in a tea bowl which takes on a 
life of its own and ends up turning into something the 
potter had little idea it would become.  Nature chooses 
what it will become.
The raku potter Kichizaemon describes an alternate 
kind of self-expression through the process of making 
a pot:
I have no image of the finished bowl in my mind 
before I start.  Only when I take the clay in my 
hand does the bowl begin to take shape...  I imagine 
it should look more or less like this or like that, but 
actually, I discover the shape as I go along.  I don’t 
exactly know in which direction I’m heading...  You 
have to commit yourself to chance (Art of East and 
West. (Dec. 9, 2014). Japan Spirit and Form # 6: 
Japanese Tea Bowls. Retrieved from https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=pSP6Ec7kJbo&t=5s).
i n t e g r at i o n
With so much emphasis in art-mak-
ing put on that of absolute self-ex-
pression, we perhaps have trouble 
accepting the fact that things will 
inevitably turn out differently from the way we so 
desire.  We want to shoot our scene in the sun, but it 
rains.  We have a list of shots we feel we need to collect 
before sunset, but we run out of time.  We are reminded 
over and over of the elements of the process that are 
beyond our control, yet we always fail to embrace it as 
an opportunity to discover something new.  Just as in 
life, if we believe that it is possible to govern whatever 
happens, then we are setting ourselves up for disap-
pointment, and possibly worse.
One facet of Japanese philosophical tradition that 
counteracts the notion of film being an art form of 
self-exhibition is its willingness to not only accept what 
is, but to find a way to compromise and work with it.  
This is emblematic of the approach we took at GKA in 
which, rather than attempting to tame various elements 
s e r e n d i p i t y
There is an undeniable tendency to think of artistic 
self-expression as that of declaration, or perhaps 
articulation.  A means for expressing one’s thoughts 
and feelings is indeed a good way of viewing the process 
of art-making within the context of education, but I 
wonder if something is being lost when it is viewed as 
no more.  Perhaps in the West we have a tendency to 
overlook the accidental quality of creation, and how 
this can help to cultivate the self by taking our mind 
to unforeseen places.  In his book A Tractate on Japanese 
Aesthetics, Donald Richie (2007) describes one of the 
most fundamental aspects of traditional Japanese 
aesthetics.  “What we would call Japanese aesthetics (in 
contrast to Western aesthetics) is more concerned with 
process than with product, with the actual construction 
of a self than with self-expression” (p.15).
Returning to Japanese ceramics, this dichotomy 
is represented in the difference between Western-style 
pottery-making and the art of traditional Japanese 
pottery-making known as raku.  Although the term 
raku has evolved since its inception in the 16th century, 
I refer to the traditional practice of making raku tea 
bowls to be used in the Japanese tea ceremony.
Traditional Japanese raku is characterized by an 
extraordinary element of surprise brought upon by the 
potter relinquishing control of not only the technical 
process, but also of a desire to express what they want 
to.  In contrast, Western pottery typically involves a 
heavy degree of manipulation and precision in which 
the potter uses a wheel to exercise better control of 
the clay and essentially get as close as possible to 
realizing what they have intended to make.  In the case 
of traditional Japanese raku, however, the hands of the 
potter act as the wheel so that the shape the clay takes 
is more naturally formed by one’s hands.  Furthermore, 
instead of leaving the piece in the firing kiln for an 
extended period which allows it to take its intended 
appearance, the raku ware is released from the kiln and 
immediately exposed to the elements, resulting in a 
piece that lacks the aesthetic and structural integrity 
“The most precious thing 
in life is its uncertainty.” 
– Yoshida Kenko
“When there is a synthesis of dynamics 
between the craftsman and the elements of 
nature beyond his control, then we have art.”
– Kichizaemon XV
in order to generate stories within the frame of the camera, we encouraged 
the students to pay greater attention to their immediate surroundings 
and bring whatever their world had to offer into the frame of the camera.  
By letting go of a desire to control, and thus being more available and 
accepting of whatever presents itself, one can discover unforeseen truths 
about his or her surroundings through the 
process of creation.
In the case of the Japanese arts, an example of 
this can be found in traditional Japanese garden 
design.  Although Japanese gardens are in fact 
carefully manufactured presentations of the nat-
ural world, the essential function of the Japanese garden designer is that of 
a facilitator of nature rather than a domesticator.  The designer interprets 
the natural world as it is, and then finds a way to accommodate one’s ideas 
within it through a careful organization and display of its various elements. 
This is quite different from pieces of art such as the famously proportioned 
garden of Versailles, which has more to do with a tempering of the environ-
ment through anthropocentric ideologies.  In writing about the famous 
11th-century text on Japanese garden-making known as the Sakuteiki, 
Parkes (2005) describes a concept unique to Japanese garden design which 
relates to a sensitivity to the innate characteristics of things:
The primary principle to be observed is exemplified in the frequent 
occurrences of the locution kowan ni shitagau, which means ‘following 
the request [of the rock].’  It is used to encourage a responsiveness on 
the part of the garden maker to what we might call the ‘soul’ of the 
stone...  Rather than imposing a preconceived design onto the site and 
the elements to be arranged there, the accomplished garden maker will 
be sensitive to what the particular rocks ‘want.’  If he listens carefully, 
they will tell him where they best belong (p.111).
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i n  c o n s ta n t  p u r s u i t
This notion of consenting to the medium and leaving 
room for the unknown was something we tried to 
lay into the philosophical underpinnings of our 
approach at GKA. We thought of the filmmaker as that 
of an inquisitive explorer who is seeking to discover 
something new of the world through their process.  
This is not to suggest that the filmmaking experience 
should be thought of as a quest to find something 
in particular, and that the maker should be aware of 
what it is they are searching for. Quite the opposite; 
the filmmaker should open him or herself up to not 
knowing what it is they will discover, and it is being 
enveloped in a constant state of curiosity that will 
lead him or her to the most profound kind of insight.  
Maxine Greene (1995) states how this sustained 
presence of mind while engaging in an activity can 
bring about heightened motivation and creative drive.  
She argues that “When a person chooses to view herself 
or himself in the midst of things, as beginner or learner 
or explorer, and has the imagination to envisage new 
things emerging, more and more begins to seem 
possible” (p.22).
As I reflect on my teaching practice I have begun 
to think of this approach we took to media-making 
as that of continuous problem-solving in which the 
students were confronted inch by inch with a struggle 
they were collectively forced to find ways to overcome.  
In this sense, the act of making a film could be thought 
of as hybridizing the practical and aesthetic domains of 
arts learning in which the makers are on one hand like 
designers dealing with more practical problems, and on 
the other like fine artists looking for ways to paint with 
their camera.  In these terms, the process might bear 
certain similarities to forms of problem-based learning 
since it relies on skills of adaptability and learning how 
to tinker with one’s plans.
An example of this ongoing exploration was 
evidenced in the GKA documentary film Chair Walker 
(2018) about the life of a recently disabled civil servant 
who has managed to rediscover his excitement for life 
through wheelchair basketball.  For much of the six 
months the group of students spent working on their 
project, the story was in the form of a series of interviews 
that were meant to reach an answer to the question, 
“What is happiness?”  But this all changed when they 
met the character in their film by chance and realized 
that it would be far more interesting to follow him on 
his journey and tell his personal story.  As the trajectory 
of the students’ projects kept changing according to 
what they encountered, I couldn’t help thinking what 
opportunities for discovery and learning might have 
been lost had they followed through with exactly what 
they had planned.  Although this made the process 
much more of an ongoing struggle, they were eventually 
able to look back, reflect, and truly appreciate how far 
along they had come.
* Hoshiimo (2016) is available for viewing in the Appendix C through 
an online link
t h e  s h o r e  a n d  b e yo n d
In my film student days I remember being told 
about the different stages of the process (namely, 
pre-production, production and post-production), 
how they were distinct from one another, and why 
they needed to be put in such an order.  Rather than 
rolling the process out in compartmentalized stages 
within a set infrastructure, we wanted our students 
at GKA to have their own conception of the process 
through an appreciation of its perpetual flux and the 
interdependent nature of its stages.
For many youth, the often tedious stage of 
editing is viewed as little more than a necessary step 
for completing a project in which the best pieces are 
essentially arranged in the order that “makes the most 
sense” for the story.  New ideas may crop up and changes 
are certainly made, but the mind is not working at its full 
creative capacity since it is believed that all of the major 
discoveries have already been made.  Film educators 
need not stretch their imagination to picture a scene of 
several youth slouched in front of a laptop with only one 
person carrying the creative load.  However, treating this 
stage as an essential part of the story-building journey 
which is full of opportunities to unearth new things can 
catalyze the imagaination in exciting new ways, which 
allow for more complex cognitive connections to take 
place on top of the digital ones.
“If we knew what the theme was we 
wouldn’t bother making it.”
    – Suwa
There is certainly a tendency for filmmakers, I 
would argue, to settle on the theme or central message 
of their work before following through with subsequent 
decisions that will allow it to reach the intended 
audience with deliberate impact.  This may be more 
apparent with fiction films which tend to rely more 
heavily on structural elements such as scripts, but it 
can also be the case with non-fiction forms such as 
documentaries with more premeditated messaging.  At 
GKA, however, we encouraged our students to allow 
the theme of the project to emerge more organically 
throughout the process to the point that they would 
only become fully aware of what their films were about 
once they were finished.
Coupled with abandoning a desire for complete 
control was helping students comprehend that a film 
is never entirely created by its makers, but rather, it 
creates itself.  No matter how hard we try to control the 
outcome of a film it will somehow manage to manifest 
itself in its own way, and if we can find a way to 
appreciate this essence then our work will paradoxically 
bear the true form of who we are, and teach us 
something more.  Although this may go against our 
instincts as artists, it can also allow us to embrace the 
inevitability of chance and use the serendipitous nature 
of life as a platform for learning and growth.
Not knowing exactly what it is we are creating 
carries a tremendous level of excitement and fear, and I 
could see that this helped to strengthen our students as 
they voyaged across the unknown.  Riding the wave of 
unbroken exploration and continuing to ask questions 
to the shore and beyond was what we hoped our 
students would do, and it is only as I write this that I 
can finally understand why the filmmakers of Hoshi-imo 
weren’t given that award.
Figure 1.  The image on the left depicts the approach to media 
making described here, which encourages makers to continue 
inquiring and exploring new ideas throughout the three 
consecutive stages of pre-production, production and post-
production.  The image on the right depicts the approach to media 
making described in Chapter 2, which relies more on making the 
major decisions during the pre-production stage, and subsequently 
following through with them.
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Owning the Moment
r e l e a s e  f r om  m e a n i n g
Art (even as socialized and industrial an art as cinema can be) is 
that which resists pure logic, and which clings to the intuition and 
sovereignty of the artist; it is where the artist enacts choices, makes 
decisions through which he imprints his underlying personality, his 
obsessions, his aversions and his tastes, and all of what comprises his 
unique subjectivity...  If schools want to teach cinema as an art, they 
must discard once and for all the old scholastic idea according to 
which there is one, and only one, right way to say something, and one 
right way to film a scene or a shot in cinema (Bergala, 2016, p.92).
As educators, we are constantly pushing our students to think as 
logically and as critically as their mental capacities seem fit to sustain.  The 
simple question of “Why?” is something we ask our students ad infinitum 
to get them to provide a rationale for their beliefs so their thoughts 
are more than arbitrary bits of personal preference.  This calculated 
deliberation happens to a large degree in art classrooms as well, and I do 
not always understand why.  Studying filmmaking, my teachers often 
challenged me to think carefully about the decisions I was making so they 
would contribute in some way to my vision as an artist.  Most often for the 
sake of narrative progression, I was encouraged to think about the desired 
effect I was aiming for, and how my cinematic choices would help me 
achieve that effect.  Why was I using a lower angle shot here?  Why did I use 
a tripod in this scene but not that one?  If I couldn’t come up with a good 
enough reason then it probably didn’t belong.
“Film is a visual medium but it’s full of things 
you can’t see.”
     – Suwa
It makes one think once again of the films of Alfred Hitchcock 
which serve as excellent examples of cinematic ability motivated entirely 
by meaning.  His films are constructed in such a methodical way that 
cinephiles like myself could delight in spending a lifetime trying to decode 
them.  Learning to analyze the language of the medium can be a great 
way to engage students and help them develop a 
filmmaker’s eye, but we must also recognize that how 
meaning is composed is oftentimes more important 
than the meaning itself.  The importance of meaning-
making within the context of arts education can never 
be underestimated, but I have started to wonder if 
anything is lost when it is underlined to the degree 
that it most often is.  Bergala writes about what might 
be lost if one falls into the trap of thinking that the 
act of making art is no more than a means of making 
meaning:
There is one part of the self that finds expression 
through the act of creation, and which is precisely 
the part that cannot do so by resorting to deductive 
logic and a kind of discourse that reigns supreme 
in ordinary classroom activities.  Ignoring this part 
of the self, or denying it, once again diminishes 
the act of creation by taking away something that 
is constitutive of it: intuition, reflex, inspiration 
(2016, p.114).
Sometimes my decisions as a filmmaker were 
motivated by reasons, but not always. Sometimes I 
just did something because I wanted to, because it 
somehow made sense in the moment. This, in my 
opinion, is something that art, perhaps more than any 
other discipline, not only lets you get away with, but 
also invites.  It dares you to listen to the whispers of 
your subconscious, and make decisions that somehow 
manage to evade any kind of intellectual reasoning.  
Helping students understand that a purely intuitive or 
aesthetic choice can contain far deeper meaning than a 
cognitive one, I believe, is a good place to start.
c i n e m at i c  m i n d f u l n e s s
Suwa, who has cast amateur youth actors in his two 
most recent films, once mentioned that he is forever 
in awe of the films produced by children because he 
knows that he is no longer capable of bringing to life 
something so natural and, as he put it, honest. I, too, 
am now unable to achieve the level of raw cinematic 
creation that I once was simply because I have grown up 
and lost my ability to see the world through a different 
set of eyes.  Rather than progressively trying to enhance 
the cinematic acumen of our students as if they were 
pencils that needed sharpening, I think we should seize 
the opportunity to help them stay connected to their 
innermost murmurs and find ways to capitalize on the 
expressive possibilities of inward subjectivity.  These 
types of decisions are too often dismissed as impulsive, 
but since the arts offer our students the best chance in 
education to be reminded of what makes them special, 
should we not try to embrace this?
It is worth noting that a theoretical approach such 
as this appears to be built upon a more constructivist 
framework in which students are more readily able 
to borrow from their own experiences, since a greater 
espousal of the intuitive self can encourage further 
excavation.  Rather than conforming to established 
conventions and being able to rely on guidelines 
defined purely by logic and reason, they have no choice 
but to conform instead to their own knowledge and 
experiences.  Michelle Cannon of University College, 
London points out how this all adds up to a stronger 
feeling of self-reliance:
“The planning, the production, the post… that is 
so secondary.  They just do it in tiny little steps, so 
that learners can have their own realization.  That’s 
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the key.  And you can only achieve that if their 
creativity is emergent from their own experience 
and what they already know.  It’s taking what 
they know and marrying it with this concept so 
that they can make a new meaning which they 
own.  It’s about ownership” (M. Cannon, personal 
communication, February 9, 2018).
In venturing an answer to the overlooked question 
of why we want our students to make media at all, three 
of England’s leading media education proponents, 
Burn, Reid and Potter (2014) remind us that:
[Media educators] typically overlook the real 
reason why anyone writes a poem, makes a song, 
paints a picture, creates a film: its purpose in the 
moment, for the urgent communication of an idea 
or feeling, a compulsion to tell a story, a desire to 
play a role, imagine other identities, explore other 
places, times, societies, futures, pasts (p.7).
I believe it is imperative that we as educators find 
ways to allow our students to follow the thrill, or as 
Watts (1985) describes, “unhesitate the spontaneity” of 
the moment when the making of a film occurs (p.174).  
At GKA, we tried to achieve this cinematic mindfulness 
through a de-emphasis on guidelines and structure, and 
encouraging students to treat every bend in the path 
as a chance to discover something new.  This resulted 
in films which may have lacked the technical polish 
of what we may be used to seeing in much youth-
produced work, but had no shortage of experiential 
honesty.  They were films that were indubitably faithful 
to those who created them, and somehow managed 
to capture the essence of what it means to be a young 
and inquisitive observer of the world.  It was as if the 
protective coating on the lens had been stripped off to 
allow more truth to enter the camera.  It takes a certain 
eye to be able to look beyond a shaky camera or a 
rocky edit, but this is a skill I believe all K-12 educators 
should try to cultivate.
Collectivized Cinema
a n  e n d  t o  h i e r a r c h y
What if skilled collaboration and conflict 
negotiation were essential elements of our 
production curriculum equal in value to 
technical skills and aesthetic talent? What if 
the philosophical beliefs about the value of 
collaboration in our film program descriptions and 
class syllabi were translated into a more conscious, 
concrete set of skills woven into our technical 
training, our assignments, and our critiques of 
student work?  Our students could be motivated 
to explore the deeper aspects of this mysterious 
thing called collaboration and the multiple ways 
that even the most disastrous conflicts can be 
negotiated (Hodge, 2009, p.18).
I recently attended a youth filmmaking workshop 
in which a group of middle schoolers were asked what a 
director does.  One child raised his hand and said, “He 
tells people what to do.”
One of the most striking things about Suwa’s 
pedagogical approach was his refusal to view education 
as a means of enlightenment.  Unlike those from whom 
I learned film, he would not allow himself to believe 
that his role as an educator was to open the eyes of the 
students to the glory of cinema.  Perhaps more than 
anything, he was concerned with deconstructing the 
inherent hierarchy that exists between the teacher and 
the students, which in so many ways resembles that 
of the film director and his or her crew.  In regards to 
cognitive development, Fisherkeller (2011) notes that 
“in a top-down, authority-centered education setting, 
basic media production skills may well be imparted, 
but higher-order critical thinking skills that empower 
students as media producers are less likely to be 
developed” (p.89).
Some assume that, because filmmaking is an 
inherently collaborative form of art, collaborative 
learning must be taking place.  But let’s stop 
and think about what kind of collaboration and 
Personal Practice: Drawing Out 
the Humanity
One thing I noticed in the documentary films 
of my students was how much of a reliance on 
interviews there were. In order to bring their 
attention to this, I designed a project that allowed 
them to think about other ways of capturing 
the essence of the people that would end up 
appearing in their final films.
Assignment: Students choose someone they are not 
familiar with and attempt to extract the true identity 
and humanity from within them without the crutch 
of interviews or added narration. Whoever watches 
the film should feel as though they have a strong 
understanding of who the person really is having seen 
their personal idiosyncrasies surface in the film. A 
discussion is held afterward about the individuality of 
the person featured in the film.
Through this exercise the students were able to 
understand how they might use their cameras 
to examine the identity of people in a way that 
implies or suggests certain things instead of 
explicitly stating them.  It also got them to think 
even more about the importance of seeking to 
understand the people featured in their films more 
deeply rather than viewing them as interviewees 
or cast members whose job it is to deliver 
information to support the message of the film.
communication is most often going on. In the case of 
industry filmmaking, mainly because of the need to 
get things done on unsympathetically tight schedules, 
communication is often in the form of direction and, 
as the student pointed out, “telling people what to do.”  
One of the hardest lessons I learned during my time 
at GKA was the sheer amount of challenge involved 
in administering group-based projects; a few of my 
students even told me during my first year that their 
friendships had been broken.  Although the filmmaking 
experience presents unparalleled opportunities for 
collaborative learning, those opportunities can soon 
go to waste if we fail to helm them properly and 
understand how quickly the mind of a youth can shut 
down if they are confronted with peer-related issues.
Hodge (2009) points out how easy it can be 
for students working on as challenging a task as 
filmmaking to turn inward and rely on the skills they 
already have rather than looking to build new ones, 
stating:
Student filmmakers have additional challenges, 
such as attempting collaboration while learning 
their craft and discovering their own artistic 
instincts. The heavy demands and deadlines of a 
filmmaking program can influence some students 
to work alone or in limited collaboration, choosing 
ideas and personalities they are already familiar 
with, avoiding a messier, riskier exchange of ideas 
(p.23).
“The most important thing is the 
team, not the take.”
     – Suwa
I initially thought this was an unavoidable reality 
and that some of our groups would naturally gel better 
than others, but I came to realize that moving away 
from the roles, rules, and regulations tended toward a 
holistically more enjoyable experience for the students.  
It became less about sticking to prescribed positions 
and voicing what needed to be done, and more about 
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finding new ways to make creative compromises and strengthening the 
project through an integration of each other’s ideas.  This ensured that we 
would remain faithful to the collective nature of cinema being an art form 
which survives on an indecipherable amalgam of different people’s ideas 
and contributions.  It also seemed to avoid a common scenario in which 
students are unsatisfied with the roles they have been assigned, not to 
mention alleviating much of the pressure which can inadvertently fall on 
students when they are told that exhibiting authorship is the primary goal 
of making a film.
‘Mindfulness’ took on an added meaning as an emphasis on the 
moment at hand created a more level playing field where it suddenly 
became more difficult for the more assertive students to insist on their 
views, and easier for the more tentative students to speak up.  This 
was most evident in the way students started listening to each other, 
especially as they huddled around their laptops and continued to have 
lengthy discussions about their projects into the deeper stages of editing.   
Furthermore, because we encouraged the students not to establish 
a clear vision from the early stages of their projects, they were forced 
to band together as a synergetic unit in order to solve the dilemmas 
that never ceased to crop up.  Friesem (2016) who has coined the term 
“digital empathy” in media-based education points out how “coming 
to acknowledge other people’s opinions and understanding that the 
final video will not be the ultimate video each person wanted to make; 
the process of negotiating, understanding, and acknowledgment is the 
starting point of enhancing empathy” (p.34).
This facet of cinematic symbiosis became so ingrained in our 
theoretical approach that one of the most important elements of our 
program became something we referred to as “personality.”  When 
designing our program rubrics, we decided to make personality one of the 
three main evaluative criteria for the students’ films along with story and 
originality (a hybrid of staying true to one’s own aesthetic and perceptual 
ideas, and also creating something new in an absolute sense).  Personality 
referred to the extent to which a film exhibited the spirit of the group; in 
other words, a film with a high degree of personality was one that could 
only have turned out the way it did had the group members managed 
to cooperate in a way that would make the sum of the film greater than 
its constituent parts.  Much of mainstream film and TV focus on killing 
personality and engineering a direct and unfettered transfer from the 
script to the screen, but we encouraged the students to work together to 
have their individual personalities as well as the collective personality of 
the film surface to make it a more intimate portrait of who they were.
l i f e ,  a n d  n o t h i n g  m o r e . . .
Suwa understood, perhaps more than any other educator I have met, that 
we grow from exposure to other people’s ideas and ways of viewing the 
world.  Recognizing the limits of his own creativity, he viewed filmmaking 
as an act of collaborative discovery in which reaching something of 
unforeseen meaning would require the imaginations of others to get us 
there.  This is the treasure of cinema; it allows us to engage in a sustained 
creative activity with a group of other people whose reservoirs of 
experience have the potential to shift our standing.  Stack (2009) reminds 
us of how much more valuable the experience of making media can be for 
students if educators recognize its true potential for growth:
An understanding of critical media education which takes into 
account the specificity of epistemic claims and acknowledges 
multiple identities, along with respect for specific cultural contexts 
and power within the classroom, has the potential to provide a 
pedagogy that allows for a more nuanced understanding of dialogue, 
collaboration and action (p.316).
Watching the year-long filmmaking experiences I was exposed to as 
an educator inevitably draw to a close was something I both struggled 
with and looked forward to.  It was sad to say goodbye to the students 
each year and see them move on, but it was a delight to see how they 
had grown over the course of the school year through engaging in their 
projects.  As I gathered information from my students at the end of each 
year through private discussions and questionnaires, I couldn’t help but 
notice what kept on cropping up when I asked them about the overall 
experience:  It was about the people.  
Whether it was the strengthening of previous relationships with 
peers, or building new ones with people they met along their journeys, 
for them, it was only ever about the individuals they encountered and the 
memories they shared with them.
In the end, making movies is all about the human experience, and 
nothing more.  This is something I have come to learn through working 
with my students and others like Suwa, who views the momentary 
happening of collectively creating art as being one of profound personal 
interaction that can allow us to grow through a greater understanding 
and appreciation of the human condition.  My students certainly grew 
beyond what they learned in relation to working with people, but I believe 
it will take them a much longer time to understand this.
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My experience at GKA opened my eyes and allowed me to make some 
important discoveries as both an artist and an educator.
As an artist, it helped me rediscover a passion that I once had as a 
maker of films.  One that I had lost after I slogged through five years of 
making The Shadow Inside (2014), my first feature film in Japan.  It was a 
film that I made to liberate myself through an affirmation of my vision and 
control as an artist, but only reminded me of how little control I actually 
had.  This passion was finally rediscovered through a realization of why we 
create art in the first place.  When asked once about why he makes films, 
Suwa responded:  “To save myself.”
As an educator, it helped me discover a way to look at the bigger 
picture and think more critically about my own practice and how I want my 
students to learn and grow from the experience of making films together.  
I no longer teach my students how to understand and make movies.  I 
now teach them that movies can not ever be fully understood, and that is 
precisely why we make them.
* Examples of many of the concepts touched upon in this chapter can be seen in the GKA 
student-produced film Memory (2018) which is available for viewing in Appendix C through 
an online link.
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This journey that I have been on has reminded me again and again of the 
inextricable parallels that exist between the making of a film and the living 
of one’s life.  Each is an ongoing and meandering journey of different 
chapters which will lead us somewhere we are not quite sure of.  Each is full 
of countless decisions and challenges, both large and small.  Each brings us 
into contact with different people and different events.  Each tells a story.  
Perhaps most notable of all is that we learn and grow from both.  The 
extent to which we grow, however, depends entirely upon how open our 
minds are to whatever it is we confront.
Led along by questions of inquiry I have yet to find answers to, this 
most recent chapter of mine has allowed me to discover new things that 
have informed me as an artist, an educator, and an individual.  Having 
the opportunity to encounter new ways of thinking and doing, as well 
as more deeply considering my own, has allowed me to connect dots of 
insight and grasp onto key findings as they surfaced over the course of the 
year.  They are emergent qualities that I have detected from within my own 
practice, and represent the significance of our program at Gunma Kokusai 
Academy, and how our students were able to grow as much more than 
young filmmakers.  They are enduring themes which illustrate that what we 
were doing stretches beyond the confines of our program and in some ways 
relate to how the arts can act as a catalyst for the cultivation of self, and 
possibly even more.  They are The Four Essences of perspective, acceptance, 
elasticity and subjectivity.
As I move forward as an educator of the arts, I will continue to ponder 
them and turn to them as beacons of inspiration.  Perhaps others on the 
journey with me might wish to do the same.
The Four Essences
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Perspective
  
(The way we view the world and the things within it)
sense of wonder
seeking to discover
stopping to observe
comprehending the meta 
Attention beauty in irregularity
comfort with ambiguity and silence
power of suggestion
impediments create opportunity
Imperfection
shedding preconceptions
absence of compartments
interconnectivity of things
thinking in the abstract
Relativity
Subjectivity
  
        (The way we view ourselves)
removing the filter
communicating from the inside-out
living by one’s own rules
Honesty
escaping daily grind
not trying to impress
comfort with self
Liberation
heightened self-confidence
self-satisfaction
understanding our place 
Appreciation
thinking reflexively
attentive to the now
heightened aesthetic sensitivity
relying on self, not structures 
Intuition
process, not preconception
working with limitations
integrating others’ ideas
adapting to change
Resourcefulness
avoiding complacency
leaning into challenges
exploring further afield
Audacity
accepting inevitability of change
overcoming desire to control
growing from mistakes 
Relinquishement
listening with intent
compromising with nature
sum is greater than its parts
transcendence of ego
Respect
accepting our differences
valuing others’ opinions
preservation of identity
cultural sensitivity
Diversity
Acceptance
  
 (The way we view other things and our relation to them)
Elasticity
  
    (The way we interpret and handle whatever comes our way)
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r o om  f o r  g r ow t h
I am not sure we can tinker towards Utopia and get there.  Nor do 
I believe we can mount a revolution.  What we can do is to generate 
other visions of education, other values to guide its realization, other 
assumptions on which a more generous conception of the practice of 
schooling can be built.  That is, although I do not think revolution is 
an option, ideas that inspire new visions, values, and especially new 
practices are (Eisner, 2002, p.8).
Although there is reason for excitement, given the potential for a much 
greater acceptance of film within K-12 education than ever before, it is still 
too early to celebrate.  As educators seeking to fortify and enhance our 
field, we should be concerned not only about how much our students will 
benefit from the momentary experience of being exposed to the medium 
in their educational lives, but also how many students our practice will 
reach.  Resting on our laurels and ruling out any possibility of film reaching 
a point of terminal decline within our spheres of learning would be a 
mistake.  For one, the arts are already on the scholastic chopping block, 
and if we are unable to push our medium beyond its immediate association 
with industry practices for the sake of entertainment that may not even be 
worthy of artistic nomenclature, then it will make it that much harder to 
justify it as a legitimate tool for growth that possesses the advantages we so 
posit.  Hobbs (1998) concludes that “the media literacy movement cannot 
hope to enter the mainstream of (U.S.) public school education without a 
high degree of tolerance and respect for diverse perspectives, philosophies, 
methods, and instructional strategies” (p.28).  Although progress has been 
achieved since the time these comments were made, I believe they are more 
relevant now than ever, and we should take them as a warning to what very 
well might transpire.
However, this does not simply mean that a greater number of 
approaches will allow us to put an end to these concerns.  Rather, I believe 
we should seek to foster a diversity of approaches that shed light on the 
abundance of overlooked affordances which exhibit the standing of cinema 
as one of tremendous educational value while staying true to its integrity 
as a distinct form of art.  It must be done responsibly, with good intention, 
and with the goal of not only helping our students grow in substantially 
more profound ways, but helping cinema grow alongside them.
In order to gain an understanding of ways in which this can be done, 
please turn to the following section entitled Exemplars of Expansion in 
Appendix A.
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During my research of trying to uncover as much information as possible 
about pedagogical approaches to youth filmmaking, I was surprised to 
find out about the astonishing network of educational programs being run 
in different corners of the world.  It may very well be the case that a large 
number of these programs prefer to follow approaches that bear more 
similarities to film industry standards, but there are also those that look 
beyond this and attempt to explore the expressive capacities of cinema 
in unfamiliar ways.  Through all this, I was able to identify a number of 
programs that, to me, offer glimpses into what can be done when an 
understanding of film’s invitation for innovative thinking is in place.
In this section, I have chosen to survey three such programs with the 
intent of drawing attention to the range of possibilities that exist for the 
purpose of growth and learning.  They are hyper-distinct practices operating 
in different parts of the world — The United States, France and Japan — 
which have informed my pedagogical and theoretical views on filmmaking, 
and challenged me to look beyond my own practice and remind me that 
more can be done.
I would like to point out that what I have written is a reflection of the 
personal observations I made in very limited time frames. These were not 
embedded case studies, nor were they ethnographic investigations which 
allowed me to see the full cycle as students entered and graduated. It is for 
these reasons that I have decided to refrain from an attempt to provide a 
more comprehensive and detailed analysis of these programs. Rather, I have 
presented the information as a skeletal analysis in the following manner:
• Program name
• Address
• Website
• Angle:  Providing an introductory overview of the program and its 
pedagogical stance
• Attributes:  What I view to be a group of distinguishing features 
representative of the program in a way that sets it apart from others
Exemplars of Expansion:
Survey of Three Youth Filmmaking Programs
A
P 
P 
E 
N 
D 
I 
X
A
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245 E 56th St, New York, NY 10022, USA
www.artanddesignhs.org
hananharchol.com/film
The Film and Video program at the High School of Art and Design is available to 10th, 
11th and 12th graders enrolled in the public technical education school located in 
Midtown Manhattan.  Once students choose the moving image as their major they move 
through the rigorous three-year program which has been designed to integrate aspects of 
both horizontal and vertical learning, allowing them to develop technical skills alongside 
more transferable skills, all the while developing a professional portfolio and film reel.  
Handing the cameras off to the students on day one, the program puts a strong emphasis 
on project-based learning which allows them to learn the elements of pre-production, 
production, and post-production through engaging in the creation of a large number of 
short films within each year.
Student-centered — The youth-driven classroom allows students to design their own 
rubrics based on material produced by students of previous years which is screened in 
class.  This is done first by having students determine what makes a project successful, 
pitching their ideas to the class for collective discussion, and finally voting communally in 
order to enact an evaluative base.  This enforces feelings of ownership, accountability, and 
authorship as they create and assess their work founded on the criteria they have set for 
themselves.
Personal Progress — Students learn about analysis, theory, and constructive criticism 
through critiquing projects made by their peers rather than those of others such as 
professionals.  This emphasizes their own personal progress by calling greater attention to 
the creative choices they made while producing their work, thereby helping them recognize 
the room for their own personal growth.  Students also keep track of what they have 
learned throughout the year by commenting in binders on what they think of their own 
work as well as the work of their peers.
High School of Art and Design
Program Attributes
Shorter Timeframes — The pre-production, production, and post-production stages 
are divided into shorter time frames which allows the students to produce six short films 
each year which will help them compile a greater range of work to be used for their artistic 
portfolios as they move forward with their careers.  Moreover, each film project is further 
divided into an in-camera edit done at first, a rough cut, and then a final cut, adding up 
to a total of 18 individual short films produced each year.  Employing a unique method of 
active learning, this allows students to use the cameras during the developmental stages 
of each project, and more systematically keep track of their artistic progress and overall 
cumulative growth as artists.
Group Dynamics — Students take on a variety of roles and responsibilities as they work 
in small groups of four to six for many of the projects.  Once the groups are determined 
for each project, the dynamics within them continue to shift as groups within groups are 
formed, and subsequently mixed around throughout different stages of the process.  This 
gives students the opportunity to collaborate more intimately with different members and 
amalgamate each other’s ideas more seamlessly.
Multiple Versions — Students are given the chance to produce their own version of each 
project throughout its various stages, from the writing of the script to the editing of the 
footage.  This ensures that every student is constantly at work and personally committed 
during the entire experience in a way that reinforces accountability and individual voice.  
This also makes it easier for the instructor to track and assess each student, and determine 
who may or may not be contributing to the degree that they ought to.
Empowerment Through Partnerships — The program is tied up with certain 
organizations like the Tribeca Film Institute and the Museum of the Moving Image 
which allow for students to make important industry connections, and provide greater 
opportunities for their films to be exhibited at festivals. This provides urban teenagers 
with a tremendous feeling of agency which can empower them in many different ways and 
make them feel that their voice is as important as anyone else’s. Some students have won 
scholarships through organizations such as Citywide Graphic Arts Competition along with 
several others.
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La Cinémathèque française, 51, rue de Bercy, Paris 75012, France
http://www.cinematheque.fr/cinema100ansdejeunesse/en/
https://markreid1895.wordpress.com
The youth filmmaking program Cinema, One Hundred Years of Youth was set up in France 
under the auspices of the French Cinematheque in 1995, but has since spread to 15 
countries in four continents.  Operating as a full-year program which is set up in different 
educational environments ranging from middle schools in rural villages to high schools in 
urban centers, it services around 3,000 students per year who learn about the aesthetic and 
expressive possibilities of cinema.  The program is organized around a curriculum featuring 
components of both film analysis and film production in a way that allows students to 
think more critically as they engage in projects of their own.  A number of projects are made 
throughout the year, but the experience culminates in the realisation of a short film created 
by each of the groups within the schools participating.  Recognizing that the particularity 
of film is often overlooked in education, the program seeks to preserve and promote the 
cultural identity of the medium in a way that will be carried forward by both the students 
who create new content and the teachers who receive professional development support to 
guide them.
Central Questions — The program framework revolves entirely around a central theme in 
the form of a philosophical inquiry which changes every year.  Examples of themes in past 
years have been “Hidden/Shown,” “Play,” and “The Place of Reality in Fiction.”  Regardless 
of where the program is situated, all participants work on viewing content related to the 
theme, and then working on their own projects which lead to a more intense examination 
of the medium in a way that stays connected to a more general concept.  This allows for 
students to look beyond the most common elements of the medium, such as story and 
character, and find other means of expressing themselves.  Themes which allow for highly 
conceptual forms of thinking are specifically chosen to encourage more personal creativity 
and push the students’ minds to new places.
Cinema, One Hundred Years of Youth
(Cinema, cent ans de jeunesse)
Program Attributes
Creative Analysis — A strong emphasis is put on creative analysis as opposed to a more 
scientific approach to analysis concerned with recognition.  Students are challenged to 
put themselves in the shoes of filmmakers whose films they encounter, and imagine what 
led to specific decisions made by them.  Scenes are broken down and discussed in terms 
of three distinct mental operations; choice (selecting things — actors, props, etc. — from 
other possibilities), placement (positioning things — actors, shots, etc. — in relation to 
each other), and approach (deciding the angle and viewpoint — axis, height, lens, etc. — on 
things chosen and placed).  This allows students to understand the important elements 
of mise en scene as well as how the variety of artists involved in a project contribute to the 
overall atmosphere of a film.  It also helps them to imagine more easily how they might 
approach their own projects.
History in the Making — Many of the filming exercises engaged in by the students have 
elements related to film language and history directly woven into them. In the Lumiere 
Minute exercise, students are required to capture a one-minute shot without any movement 
or sound, working within the same constraints faced by the Lumiere Brothers during 
the birth of cinema.  Applying these creative constraints which allow for the students to 
contextualize the historical aspects of the medium through the process of making can 
also help them cultivate more nuanced skills and dispositions.  This also helps to further 
strengthen their overall understanding and appreciation of the legacy of cinema.
Films Within Films — Rather than having students produce entire stories with a 
beginning, a middle, and an end, they are given the chance to shoot single segments 
embedded within stories they develop, which are more similar to the clips they have been 
shown.  This allows students to explore aesthetic elements within a single part of their story 
with greater attention, something that often goes overlooked when students are distracted 
by having to tell a coherent story from beginning to end.  This allows them to grasp the 
importance of context in a different way, and understand how information within a 
fragment can be representative of the greater whole.
Bridging Cultures — The program concludes each year when students and teachers 
participating from different countries gather at the Cinematheque in Paris for a final 
screening event.  Films made by students from entirely different cultural contexts are shown 
beside one another and discussed in order to highlight the diversity of perspectives as well 
as the international reach of cinema.  The themes chosen each year allow for participants 
from each country to interpret it based on their own ways of viewing the world, thereby 
paving the way for cross-cultural dialogue and acceptance of each other’s differences.
exemplars of expansion 71zoom-out: appendix a 70 
Children Meet Cinema
(Kodomo eiga kyoshitsu)
Setagaya-ku, Higashi Tamagawa, Tokyo 1-32-23, Japan
http://www.kodomoeiga.com/en
With a mission dedicated to the promotion of cinematic culture in Japan by introducing 
children to the wonder of filmmaking, Children Meet Cinema is the only organization of 
its kind.  Based in Tokyo, the program holds workshops throughout different parts of the 
country for elementary-aged youth who are in charge of producing a single short film in 
just three days.  Capitalizing on the often overlooked element of enjoyment and play which 
making movies affords, children working in teams of five or six explore various places 
and spaces as they develop, shoot, edit, and finally present their projects almost entirely 
on their own.  The program offers myriad opportunities for growth through a carefully 
designed curriculum which develops skills related to interpersonal communication, time 
management, and various forms of creative problem solving.  A strong element of active 
learning is embedded in the discovery-based philosophy of the program which follows no 
set methodology or instruction for how movies are to be made.
Special Support — Each workshop is headed by some of Japan’s most familiar 
filmmakers, who alternate depending on the venue and take their own unique approach.  
Because of the small sizes of the workshops, children are given the opportunity to learn 
directly from working professionals and develop abilities they might not have the chance 
to inside of a more academic environment.  “Team leaders” who facilitate each group also 
come in with a background in film, but are careful not to interfere in any way with the 
process.  All staff gather at the end of each day to discuss what is working and what can be 
improved upon.
Mixture of Groups — Groups of children are mixed together regardless of age, gender 
or ability, which allows for a unique blend of ideas and the opportunity to learn new ways 
of communicating from each other.  This is all established through an emphasis on the 
importance of trust and respect which is discussed very deliberately on the first day.  This 
group dynamic also seeks to break through the rigid hierarchies which the children are 
normally exposed to within their social spheres.
Program Attributes
Dive into Shooting — Children are required to shoot and edit at least one scene for their 
projects by the end of the first day.  Rather than allocating the first of the three days solely 
to project development and preparation for shooting, the students must start constructing 
their projects long before they are fully thought out.  The morning of the second day begins 
with the screening of each group’s scene, which excites the students, disrupts their initial 
ideas and conceptions, opens them up to a wider range of possibilities within the medium, 
and motivates them to explore each other’s imaginations even further.  A variety of creative 
constraints such as this are placed throughout the curriculum to pull the students along 
and challenge their creative capabilities.
Locational Identity —  Accompanied by team leaders, children are given the chance to go 
out and explore interior and exterior environments they don’t normally encounter or have 
access to.  Working within another set of creative parameters, they are encouraged to build 
their stories from whatever inspires them at each distinct location, the opposite order in 
which films are normally constructed.  This allows them to identify more with the locations 
they visit, observe them more intently, and continue to shift the pieces of their film into new 
places.
Students Solve Problems — Children encounter real-world problems as they work free 
from a reliance on adults and materials to guide them through their projects.  Shooting in 
certain locations requires permission, and the students must strategize how they will move 
forward with their projects as a team.  This involves coming up with carefully constructed 
arguments, narrowing their ideas down to whatever is most important, and contingency 
planning among many other things.
Deviating from Film — Children engage in various games and activities outside of film 
which act as opportunities for enjoyment, cinematic appreciation, and even further story-
building.  Depending on the workshop, these can range from the design of posters for their 
films, to the building of zoetropes for a greater understanding of the moving image, to the 
drawing of impressionistic pictures inspired by the footage they have shot, which will help 
them discover their stories through the process of editing.  This allows students to develop 
artistic skills more peripheral to film as well as focus more on the process of movie-making 
rather than the product.
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Program Overview 
 
Name of program: 
 
 
 
 
Website: ​ ___________________________________________________ 
 
 
PART  1 
 
Type:​ __________________________________________ ​( ​required: ​ Y / N ) 
(e.g. public high school, NPO, summer camp) 
 
Location: ​ ____________________________________________________ 
 
Years operating: ​ _____________ ​( ​established in: ​ ___________ ) 
 
Focus:​______________________________________________________ 
(e.g. documentaries, narrative shorts, individual projects) 
 
Mission: ​_____________________________________________________ 
(e.g. preparing students for work in film industry, encouraging creative self-expression) 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
Distinguishing attributes: ​ ​__________________________________________ 
(i.e. What appears to set this program apart from others?) 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
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PART  2 
 
Age of students: ​ ​_____________ 
 
Number of students: ​ ​__________________ ​( ​ Individual work / Group work / Both ​) 
 
Student / Staff information:​ ​________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
Duration and time of year: ​ ​_________________________________________ 
(e.g. one-week course, summer only) 
 
Fee:​ ​_________________ 
 
Facilities: ​ ____________________________________________________ 
 
Available equipment / amenities: ​ ​____________________________________ 
(e.g. expensive cameras, tripods, green screens) 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
Funding: ​ ​____________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
Exhibition: ​ ​___________________________________________________ 
(i.e. What happens with the films once they are finished?) 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
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PART  3 
 
Major learning objectives: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Curriculum / Assignments: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Student assessment: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PART  4 
 
Where does the emphasis appear to be? 
 
(product)                               ​ ​(process) 
<​ ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ​> 
(i.e. Is more attention being paid to the movie itself or the movie-making process?) 
 
 
 
 
 
(film as communication)                          ​ (film as art) 
<​ ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ​> 
(i.e. Is the medium regarded as more of a form of communication, or a form of art?) 
 
 
 
 
 
(brick-bridge)    ​(stone-bridge) 
<​ ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ​> 
(i.e. Are the major decisions for the film made prior to shooting, or is continuous exploration encouraged throughout 
the entire filmmaking process?) 
 
 
 
 
 
(passive)          (active) 
<​ ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ​> 
(i.e. Is more time spent learning ​about​ filmmaking or learning ​through ​ filmmaking?) 
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PART  5 
 
To what extent, if any, does this program appear to... 
 
emphasize technique: 
 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
 
 
 
 
 
emphasize collaboration: 
 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
 
 
 
 
 
emphasize personal self-expression: 
 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
 
 
 
 
 
emphasize film grammar, structure, and guidelines: 
 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
 
 
 
 
 
emphasize a role-based approach (where each student has a designated role): 
 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
 
 
 
 
 
emphasize a contextual background of film (through film history, analysis, etc.): 
 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
 
 
 
 
 
emphasize media literacy: 
 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
 
 
 
 
 
emphasize civic engagement and connection to community: 
 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
 
 
 
 
 
encourage teachers to get involved in the students' projects: 
 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
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PART  6 
 
Connections to other programs: ​ _____________________________________ 
(i.e. Is the program tied up with any other organizations?) 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
Regional connection: ​ ____________________________________________ 
(i.e. Does the program in any way relate to the place it belongs to?) 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
Similar programs: ​ ______________________________________________ 
(i.e. Are there any other programs that resemble this one?) 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
 
NOTES 
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Included in this section are two Gunma Kokusai Academy student-produced 
films which I believe are exemplary of not only the range of works produced 
by our students, but of the range of approaches taken to producing their 
films.
Hoshi-imo (2016) 
As I discussed in the opening of Chapter 3, Hoshi-imo is a film about the dried 
sweet potatoes of Japan which are a famous snack.  The five students who 
produced this film are:  Koho Aoki, Futaba Goto, Nagisa Ishizaka, Kanon 
Kobata and Joya Yamagishi.
Link to film:  https://vimeo.com/248674178
Password:  oda
Memory (2018)
Memory serves as a model of the approach to making films which I have 
described in Chapter 3.  It features many of the aesthetic and philosophical 
concepts I refer to such as embracing “mistakes,” honesty, spontaneity, 
adaptability, and continuous exploration, since their cinematic inquiries 
continued until the moment the film was finished and beyond.  It also 
exemplifies the criteria we set for “personality.”  The four students who 
produced this film are:  Chihiro Kaijo, Mew Kano, Aria Kanazawa and Maya 
Lowery.
Link to film:  https://vimeo.com/266034311
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Hoshi-imo & Memory:
GKA  Student  Films
Photograph 11.  Memory
Photograph 10.  Hoshi-imo
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GKA Student Questionnaire 
 
(no names please) 
 
Please answer the following questions as honestly as possible based on your 
experience making your films..... 
 
 
PART # 1 
 
Do you feel you have a deeper understanding of art? 
(mark ​anywhere​ on the line) 
 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
 
This course challenged you to take personal risks and express yourself in new ways. 
Do you feel you have a deeper understanding of yourself? 
 
 (Same as before)               (Yes) 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
 
Do you feel that you found more creativity within yourself? 
 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
 
Did this course help you appreciate others' points of views and opinions more? 
 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
 
Do you feel you communicated well with your group? 
 
           (No)     (Yes) 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
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PART # 2 
 
Was the experience        ​more​          or         ​less​        ​challenging ​ than you imagined? 
(circle one) 
 
What was the single most challenging part? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Was the experience        ​more​          or         ​less​        ​enjoyable​ than you imagined? 
 
What was the single most enjoyable part? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What was the single most important ​discovery ​ you made through the experience? 
(anything is okay) 
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PART # 3 
 
Do you think this experience… 
 
Made you more curious about the world? 
 
 (Same as before)               (Yes) 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
 
Helped you discover your creative voice? 
 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
 
Helped you understand the importance of flexibility? 
 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
 
Helped you understand the importance of limitations? 
 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
 
 
 
Name a problem you faced while making your project and how you overcame it: 
Problem: 
 
 
Solution: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PART # 4 
 
Overall, how much do you think you grew from this experience? 
 
 (Same as before)              (A lot) 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
 
If you found a filmmaking course in your college would you be interested in taking it? 
 
           (No)     (Yes) 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
 
Overall, how satisfied are you with your film? 
 
<​ ---  ​1 ​  ------------------  ​2 ​  ------------------  ​3 ​  ------------------  ​4 ​  ------------------  ​5 ​  --- ​> 
 
If you could re-do your project from the beginning what would you want to change the 
most? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
T h a n k s ! ! ! 
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The following section is a collection of responses by students after having 
gone through the one-year experience of making their films together.  The 
information was gathered from the GKA Student Questionnaire (Appendix 
D), and the remarks were in answer to the following question:
“What was the single most important discovery you made through the 
experience of making films?
Discoveries:
GKA  Student  Responses
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Photograph 12.  GKA Students
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What was the single most important 
discovery you made through the experience 
of making films?
“To be your honest true self ”
“Understanding others is to understand myself ”
“The closer we got to 100% we realized that we 
had to go back to 0%”
“Through 1 year of class, I learned anything can be 
happen / anything can be done while making f ilm”
“We can have inf inity imagine”
“We didn’t study the thing that we need to go 
to university”
“Definitely teamwork”
“If we make the movie the creativity goes up and 
we can make new things when we are in future”
“I want to tell that ‘looking something’ has a 360 
degree and up and down and far and near”
“Be f lexible no matter what happens”
“We need more creativity and creativity is 
important in social”
“It doesn’t have only one way.  There are lot of ways 
we can see things and do things.  If I had a struggle 
in a future I will stop and think about it”
“I discovered that I can make a f ilm”
“Life goes on without answers”
“How weak but strong I am”
“You cannot decide the topic at f irst because our 
f inal topic was very different from the f irst”
“Everyone’s own view of art/movie is different so I 
need to look with different views”
“The fact that some people, you can never fully 
understand each other or rather ‘get’ each other... 
but there is a way to embrace our differences”
“Art has no rules!”
“To go out there and do what you want to do”
“Ideas. Making ideas”
“Trying new thing!!  Shooting!”
“All the freedom I guess - It made you feel like an adult”
“Being more open to myself and my opinions”
“Flexibility and the way of expression can be used in 
future in any situation.  To work and to live”
“Being able to f ilm anything I want. Expressing 
myself was very fun”
“Find other people’s feeling”
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